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May 15, 2007
NC Legislative NEWS

Budget Passed: The state House, by a party-line 67-50 vote, approved a $20.3 billion budget plan early Friday morning that would provide $100 million in Medicaid relief to counties and raise state employee salaries by more than 4 percent. The budget plan, which raises spending by 7.6 percent from the previous fiscal year, now goes to the Senate for consideration.  Budget highlights from an agribusiness perspective will be forthcoming in a special edition of the Agribusiness Update.
Biofuels Center: A bill expected to be introduced in the House this week seeks to create a headquarters for North Carolina's rapidly growing biofuels industry. Rep. Jim Crawford, D-Granville, said last week that he plans to introduce a bill creating the nonprofit Biofuels Center of North Carolina. The center would oversee efforts to expand the biofuels industry, setting policy, funding necessary scientific components and helping to establish the various companies that would be needed to expand the industry. The new center would likely be located at a vacant federal tobacco research center in Oxford. 

Popular Vote: Members of a Senate panel voted Monday to approve a bill that would abandon the electoral college system, joining a nationwide push to decide presidential elections by popular vote. The measure, being pushed in several states by the California-based National Popular Vote organization, would only kick in if states representing a majority of the nation's 538 electoral votes decided to make the same change. North Carolina is largely ignored by presidential candidates because it doesn't have enough electoral votes to swing an election, said Sen. Dan Clodfelter, D-Mecklenburg, chief sponsor of the legislation. The measure was approved on a voice vote by the Senate Select Committee on Government and Election Reform. The measure now goes to the full Senate for consideration.
Campaign NEWS
Running: North Carolina Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler on Wednesday announced plans to run for re-election in 2008. Troxler, a Republican, told supporters he would seek re-election to fill the need for "stability in leadership to replace the turnover and uncertainty of recent years." 
Washington NEWS

Farm Bill:  Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns spoke at the Food Marketing Institute show Monday morning, saying that the 2007 Farm Bill represents the interests of organic producers as well as the fruit and vegetable industry better than any preceding bill. Though the meat industry doesn't receive, nor does it traditionally request, cash subsidies, Johanns told said that there are provisions within the Farm Bill that would directly benefit meat producers and processors. As one example, Johanns cited a $4.2 billion funding increase for USDA's conservation program, a boon particularly to cow-calf producers who can qualify for certain grants. "It's a better conservation program that will work well for the protein industry," he said. Not mentioned by Johanns but also included in the Farm Bill is $1.6 billion in new funding for research, development and production of renewable fuels. The provision targets celluosic ethanol production as an alternative to corn-based ethanol, a surging industry that has taken a toll on the U.S. protein industry by siphoning feed for fuel. Congress is aiming to deliver the 2007 Farm Bill to President Bush by September, Johanns said.
Environmental NEWS

OLF: The chairman of a key House Armed Services subcommittee wants the Secretary of the Navy to consider new locations for Oceana Naval Base in Virginia -– a move that could impact plans for a proposed practice jet landing strip in eastern North Carolina. U.S. Rep. Solomon Ortiz, a Texas Democrat and chairman of the readiness subcommittee, is pushing for language to be included in the defense authorization bill that asks the Navy secretary to consider alternative locations for the jet base, including sites in North Carolina, Florida, South Carolina, Mississippi and Texas. Meanwhile, U.S. Reps. David Price and G.K. Butterfield, both Democrats, are trying to insert language regarding the landing field into the annual Defense Authorization Bill. The language regarding the outlying landing field isn't final, but Price spokesman Paul Cox said it may include restrictions on the Navy's plans for the airstrip. 
Business NEWS        
Smithfield Details Terms of PSF Deal: Smithfield Foods announced Monday final terms of its acquisition of Premium Standard Farms. Under the agreement, each PSF share has been converted into 0.678 Smithfield shares plus $1.25 in cash. The total combined value of stock and cash to be received by PSF shareholders was $22.13 per PSF share, based on the closing price of Smithfield shares on the New York Stock Exchange last Friday, which was $30.79. The purchase price was approximately $800 million, including the assumption of PSF’s approximately $125 million of net debt.  Investors rewarded consummation of the merger, which was originally announced last fall. Smithfield shares closed at $31.49, up 70 cents, on the New York Stock Exchange.
Energy Efficiency: Duke Energy has announced plans for an energy-efficiency initiative that it says could save more power than the company had sought to provide with two new power plants in western North Carolina. In a filing with the North Carolina Utilities Commission, the Charlotte-based utility says it plans to charge customers a fee to support the program. For the first year, that fee would be $0.001129 per kilowatt-hour for residential customers and $0.000940 per kilowatt-hour for nonresidential customers, the company said in its request for regulatory approval. Duke's plan calls for a variety of incentives that will prompt customers to save energy, including a "power manager" plan that will give residents a monthly credit in return for giving Duke the ability to turn off their air conditioning at times of peak usage. Duke said its plan could save 1,700 megawatts of energy in the next four years. This "save-a-watt" approach, could produce as many as half of the 3,400 megawatts of demand the company expects it will need to create in the next four years. 
Commodity NEWS        
Crop Freeze: State Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler was in western North Carolina Tuesday to reassure local growers hit hard by the Easter weekend freeze that government is working to help them. Troxler, who spent much of the day examining damaged apple blossoms and devastated nursery stock, acknowledged that the process for gaining government assistance is a long and complex one, but remained optimistic that help may be forthcoming this year. Some farmers suggested what they really need is a program similar to Operation Brighter Day, which disbursed $30 million in state funds to more than 1,000 mostly western North Carolina farmers after the 2004 floods. Troxler plans to broach the subject with Gov. Easley, but he noted that logistically “it would be a bear,” mainly because this time 57 counties and thousands of farmers are affected. It also would require the General Assembly to pass a bill -- and accompanying funding. Easley has already requested a federal disaster declaration for 57 North Carolina counties. Statewide, total damage estimates are about $99 million, down from initial reports that hovered around $112 million.
Scholarships Available:  Two $500 scholarships are available to full-time horticulture, entomology, or plant pathology students with an emphasis in greenhouse floriculture production. The scholarships are intended for students in their final years of study at a 2-year, 4-year, or graduate institution. Applications can be found at www.nccfa.org.  The deadline is May 31, 2007.

Blooms Bring Value to NC: In North Carolina, flowering plants represent the state's fastest growing agricultural segment, generating $182 million in sales. More than 1,000 different floriculture plants are grown in the state and farmers in 97 out of 100 counties in North Carolina reported significant farm income from floriculture. North Carolina ranks sixth in the nation for floriculture production and our growers raise more than 637 acres of outside plants and have more than 20 million square feet of greenhouse space devoted to floriculture.  To highlight the variety and strength of this industry, Gov. Mike Easley has named May as Floriculture Month.

Grower of the Year Nominations:  The North Carolina Commercial Flower Growers’ Association is accepting nominations for the Joseph W. Love Flower Grower of the Year The award will be given to the person that has contributed greatly to the production and/or sales of floriculture products in North Carolina. It is not intended to be given only for the “best grower”, but for the person who contributed in many ways.  The deadline is May 15, 2007.  Go to www.nccfga.org for the application.
Meat Handling Guidelines: The American Meat Institute on Monday released the 2007 Animal Handling Guidelines and Audit Guide, a revised version of the 2005 guidelines based on feedback from the field. Audit points in the guidelines include measurement of frequency of slips and falls by livestock; frequency of vocalizations; frequency of electric prod use; stunner accuracy; and how effectively livestock are made insensible during processing. The audit also calls for monitoring of any willful acts of abuse — an immediate audit failure — and the provision of water at all times. Major changes include the addition of a new audit point for monitoring slips and falls at unloading, as well as a new approach to vocalization scoring of pigs. Go to www.meatami.com for more information. 
USDA News

20 Million Chickens Cleared for Market: The Department of Agriculture on Monday announced that some 20 million chickens that may have eaten feed contaminated with melamine held on farms in several states will be released to market.  "In several cases, feed samples have tested negative for melamine and related compounds," USDA said in a news release. "It is assumed that because only small amounts of the contaminated feed were mixed with other rations, the melamine and related compounds were no longer detectable." Other animals, including poultry and hogs, will be held where melamine was detected, or where testing has not yet been completed. Scientists from USDA also said on Monday that there was low risk to humans who consumed meat from animals that had their diets supplemented with pet food containing melamine. Meantime, industry officials are working with the agencies to resolve the situation. "Our industry's highest concern is for the food safety of its products," says Richard Lobb, spokesman for the National Chicken Council. "We will work with [the] government to ensure that all products sent to market are safe."
FDA Food Safety Czar Says Agency Needs Overhaul: Only a week after taking the reins as FDA's food czar, and in the midst of a melamine outbreak, Dr. David Acheson has had plenty of explaining to do. More of it came Wednesday, when Acheson found himself before the U.S. House Agriculture Committee, trying to assure its members that the U.S. food supply is safe despite widespread contamination of chicken, hog and fish feed.  However, some committee members contended that melamine is indicative of a bigger problem.  "The explanations from the USDA and FDA leave me with the uncomfortable feeling that maybe we just got lucky this time," said Rep. Collin Peterson (D-Minn.). "The next time tainted food or feed products slip through the very large crack in our import inspection system, we may be forced to confront a much more serious situation in terms of animal or human health." Acheson conceded that FDA, which inspects just a small percentage of the $60 billion in food imported annually, is due for an overhaul. He says plans to request additional funding and manpower to fuel such efforts.
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.
AgDay at General Assembly – NC Agribusiness Council members are invited to attend AgDay at the NC General Assembly on Tuesday, June 5 at 9:00 am for an update on legislative activity from various legislative leaders as well as Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler, followed by scheduled legislative visits and a luncheon on Halifax Mall outside the General Assembly at 11:30am.  RSVP is required – seats are limited. Contact the Council at 919-782-4063 for information. 
The State Water Infrastructure Commission will meet on Tuesday, May 15 at 8:30 a.m., Albert Coates Center, 215 N. Dawson St., Raleigh. 
The Division of Water Quality will hold a hearing on Tuesday, May 15 at 6 p.m. for comment on a plan to reclassify 33 wetlands areas as "unique wetlands," a designation that offers additional protection, 512 N. Salisbury St., Raleigh. Contact: Susan Massengale, 733-7015, ext. 227.
The Environmental Management Commission will hold a public hearing on Tuesday, May 15 at 6 p.m. on proposed rules amendments, Ground Floor Hearing Room, Archdale Building, 512 North Salisbury St., Raleigh. Contact: Adriene Weaver, 715-5637.

The N.C. Coastal Resources Commission will begin a two-day meeting on Thursday, May 17 at 8:30 a.m., City Hotel & Bistro, Greenville.
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