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NC Legislative NEWS

No Smoking: The House has unanimously approved a bill that would ban smoking in long-term care facilities across the state. The move comes two months after a fatal fire in a Mocksville adult-care home that was caused by a resident smoking in her room. Rep. Julia Howard, R-Davie and the bill's sponsor, said the measure is focused on fire safety.  Currently, state regulations prohibit residents of long-term care centers from smoking in their private rooms. But centers are free to set up designated smoking rooms where residents can smoke. Otherwise, residents have to go outside. Howard's bill would only allow smoking outdoors at long-term care facilities.

Hog Waste: The House's proposed budget includes $2 million to develop and build new systems to manage hog waste, but advocates say more is needed. “I’m encouraged to see that’s in the budget, but we want more,” said Jane Preyer, director of Environmental Defense’s North Carolina office. New ideas for hog waste technology were released in a N.C. State University study last year, but the proposals were not accepted because of their cost. Last year’s state budget contained no funding for hog waste technology. The 10-year moratorium on hog lagoons expires in September but would become permanent in a Senate bill that Preyer hopes will become part of the budget after the Senate offers its amendments to the House's spending plan. The Senate bill, introduced by Sen. Charlie Albertson, D-Duplin, would provide $10 million yearly for five years to help farmers try new waste systems. It also would make the moratorium permanent and establish standards for treated hog waste. 
Popular Vote:  North Carolina would join a nationwide movement to decide presidential elections by popular vote under a bill approved Monday by the Senate. Under the measure, if states representing a majority of the nation's 538 electoral votes agreed to similar legislation, North Carolina would give its 15 electoral votes to whichever candidate wins the popular vote nationwide. Sen. Dan Clodfelter, D-Mecklenburg and the bill's chief sponsor, said the change could cause presidential candidates to take North Carolina more seriously as its population continues to grow. The bill passed on a 30-18 party-line vote, with Democrats in the majority.
Washington NEWS

Senate Compromise on Immigration. Senate leaders announced that a compromise had been reached regarding comprehensive immigration reform. Exactly what the compromise will entail is unclear until language is released, but agricultural advocates are hopeful that meaningful reform will be included regarding the temporary worker program, currently known as H2a.  According to Washington insiders, a compromise agreement between Senators Larry Craig (R-ID), Saxby Chambliss (R-GA), and Diane Feinstein (D-CA) led to a break in the stalemate on the agriculture component on the immigration package.  Agricultural advocates have lobbied for years to get reform to the cumbersome and bureaucratic H2a program, which farmers complain is too expensive and too litigious to use. “Everyone in the Ag Industry is waiting to see what the drafted language will entail,” said Erica Peterson, Executive Vice President of the NC Agribusiness Council.  “We are hopeful that the Senate Compromise Immigration Bill will be something that helps our farmers with their labor issue.”
Senators Call on USDA to Expedite Price Reporting Rule:  A group of bipartisan senators led by Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition and Forestry Chairman Tom Harkin (D-IA) urged USDA on Monday to expedite the rulemaking process to carry out the Livestock Mandatory Reporting Act of 1999.  Last year, Congress passed the bill reauthorizing the law, which requires the USDA to issue a final rule. Until the rule is final, price reporting by packers will remain on a voluntary basis. In a letter to USDA Secretary Mike Johanns, the lawmakers also pressed the agency to implement recommendations from the Government Accountability Office to improve transparency, operation and function of the reporting program. Senator Harkin commissioned the GAO report, and released it in December 2005.

OLF Opposition: The U.S. House has approved a bill with language that would block the Navy from building a jet practice landing field at a specific site in eastern North Carolina, a congressional spokesman said. The provision that Democratic U.S. Reps. G.K. Butterfield and David Price helped get inserted into the bill would repeal authorization of current and future funds for an outlying landing field at the Navy's preferred site in Washington and Beaufort counties. The House's National Defense Authorization Act of 2008 now goes to the Senate, which is working on its own defense bill. Both chambers would have to work out any differences and then vote on a final bill. Campaign NEWS
Graham Announces: Bill Graham, a Salisbury attorney who raised his profile in the past year by railing against high taxes and illegal immigration, has officially announced that he will seek the Republican nomination for governor in 2008. Speaking at a rally in his hometown of Dunn, Graham said he never planned on running for governor until he began his anti-gas tax effort in 2006. Besides a focus on taxes and immigration, Graham said he wants to make health care more accessible and affordable and rein in state spending. Graham joins two fellow Republicans already competing for the party's nomination in May 2008. Sen. Fred Smith, R-Johnston, and former Supreme Court Justice Bob Orr announced earlier this year they would run. Democratic State Treasurer Richard Moore will announce his campaign for governor in Oxford next week. His chief opponent for the party nomination is expected to be Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue, who  hasn't held a kickoff event yet.  
Business NEWS        
Food Safety a Growing Concern for Shoppers:  Foodborne illness outbreaks are significantly changing consumer shopping behavior and attitudes, according to the Food Marketing Institute's "U.S. Grocery Shopper Trends, 2007" report.  The number of consumers "completely" or "somewhat confident" in the safety of supermarket food declined from 82 percent in 2006 to 66 percent in 2007 — the lowest point since 1989. Spinach (71 percent) topped the list of items consumers said they stopped buying, although beef (8 percent) also made the list. The survey was conducted in January 2007, when the outbreak linked to spinach headlined in the news. The report also demonstrated that high fuel and home-heating costs are driving other changes in shopping. For example, 69 percent of those surveyed said they cook more and eat out less; 56 percent said they purchase more grocery store-brand items as opposed to national brand items; and 30 percent said they buy more canned, frozen or boxed foods as opposed to fresh food. 
Furniture Manufacturing: A flood of cheap foreign imports has caused the number of furniture manufacturing jobs in western North Carolina to drop by nearly two-thirds in this decade. The number of furniture manufacturing jobs in the western part of the state fell from about 7,400 in 2000 to under 2,500 in the third quarter in 2006, according to state figures. Those numbers are worse than the state as a whole, where the number of workers have fallen by about one-third since the beginning of the decade. 
Commodity NEWS        
Study Questions Cost-Effectiveness of Gestation Crates for Sows : A study by researchers at Iowa State University found that placing pregnant sows in group housing structures called hoop barns could be more cost-effective and just as productive as placing them in individual gestation crates. The ISU study, conducted for two and a half years at a research farm in southwest Iowa, compared sows housed in stalls in mechanically ventilated confinement buildings to those housed in naturally ventilated hoop barns with straw bedding. After tracking 957 litters from 353 sows, researchers discovered that sows in the hoop barns gave birth to more live pigs per litter than those in gestation stalls. They also found that group housing may produce pigs at a cost of as much as 11 percent less per weaned pig than the gestation stalls. The researchers hypothesized that the bedding and the sows' ability to huddle in the hoop barns, thus controlling their temperature, may have helped their performance.
U.S. Corn-Based Ethanol Production Reaches Crossroads:  Corn-based ethanol production in the United States has reached a critical point, according to a major study.  Conducted by the Center for Agricultural and Rural Development at Iowa State University, the study reveals that U.S. retail prices already have increased $14 billion annually as a result of the nation's energy woes, and may soar if crude oil and corn prices reach $65 to $70 per barrel and $4.42 per bushel, respectively.  Given crude oil prices, the United States could produce as many as 30 million gallons of ethanol by 2012, but at the expense of more than half the country's corn, wheat and coarse grains, say industry experts.  "This study clearly shows that we are reaching a tipping point, and that over-reliance on corn-based ethanol to meet mandates would further drive up retail food prices, reduce domestic meat and poultry production and erode our meat and grain export markets," said J. Patrick Boyle, president and CEO of the American Meat Institute, one of the study's sponsors.  
People in the NEWS

Murphy Honored:  Wendell Murphy recently received the “Centennial Distinguished Citizen Award”. The award, presented by the Tuscarora Council of the Boy Scouts of America, honored Murphy for his business leadership, community service and character.  The Rose Hill-native revolutionized the swine production industry with the introduction of contract farming. He served three terms in the North Carolina House of Representatives, and he served in the North Carolina Senate from 1989-1993. 

USDA News

Hogs Cleared for Processing:  With tests confirming that humans can safely eat meat from swine that have eaten feed supplemented with salvaged pet food containing melamine, USDA has cleared thousands of hogs for processing. A 132-pound human would have to eat more than 800 pounds per day of pork or other food containing melamine and its compounds to risk health effects, scientists concluded, reiterating that the risk to humans is very low. Some 56,000 hogs that ate melamine-tainted feed were held on farms in California, North Carolina, South Carolina, New York, Kansas, Utah and Illinois, though tests of meat showed that melamine and its compounds don't accumulate in pork and are filtered through urine. The animals appear healthy, USDA said.  The agency said it will provide compensation to producers for costs incurred as a result of voluntarily holding the animals. Almost 100 million swine are processed annually in the United States.  Nearly 80,000 chickens are being held at farms in Indiana while USDA develops a validated test for detecting melamine in poultry meat. 

Voluntary Trichinae Certification Program:  USDA's Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service is proposing to establish a voluntary trichinae certification program for the U.S. pork industry. The program would ensure that U.S. pork producers standardize their protocols and offer overseas markets a USDA certification verifying Trichinella spiralis safeguards at U.S. farms without having to test every animal and every product.  Trichinella spiralis is rare in the United States and isn't subject to a required testing program here. However, the European Union and other foreign markets require testing for all imports of fresh pork and fresh pork products. Under the proposed program, APHIS would certify pork production sites that follow good practices to reduce, eliminate or avoid the risk of exposure of animals to Trichinella spiralis.  The program would enhance the ability of producers to export pork and pork products to overseas markets. USDA, the National Pork Board and the pork processing industry have developed it as a cooperative effort, and will consider public comment received on or before July 16, 2007. 
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.
Senate Committee on Agriculture/Environment/Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, May 22 at 11:00 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building (LOB).

House Committee on Agriculture will meet on Wednesday, May 23, at 12:00 pm 1229 Legislative Building.
House Committee on Agribusiness will meet on Wednesday, May 23 at 1:00 pm 415 LOB.
House Committee on Environment and Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, May 22 at 12:00 p.m., 643 LOB.
The Division of Water Quality will hold a hearing on Wednesday, May 23 at 6 p.m. for comment on a plan to reclassify 33 wetlands areas as "unique wetlands," a designation that offers additional protection. Carolina Beach State Park, auditorium, 1010 State Park Rd. Carolina Beach. The Golden Leaf Foundation will hold outreach sessions for potential applicants throughout the state this week. Contact: Carroll Leggett, 336-761-0711
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