 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

May 22, 2006


NC Legislative NEWS

Tax Cuts.  The new Senate budget will likely attempt to phase out the long-standing "temporary" increase in sales and individual taxes passed in 2001, according to chamber leaders. The proposed spending plan will also probably raise the minimum wage and offer pay increases for state employees. 

Culpepper Confirmation. The Senate voted 48-1 to confirm former Rep. Bill Culpepper to the state Utilities Commission. The vote followed House confirmation last week. Sen. Hugh Webster, R-Caswell, cast the lone vote against Culpepper's confirmation. 

Minimum Wage Rally. State Treasurer Richard Moore, Rep. Alma Adams and former U.S. Sen. John Edwards led a rally to promote an increase in the minimum-wage last Monday. The rally, which was held in front of the legislative building in Raleigh, was in support of a bill to raise the state minimum-wage from $5.15 to $6.15 an hour. Adams, D-Guilford, has advocated a minimum-wage increase for years. Moore, an expected 2008 Democratic candidate for governor, has made it a central issue in his undeclared campaign. 

New Biotech Center.  State agricultural officials say potential investors are eyeing the old federal tobacco research building in Oxford for transformation to a biotechnology facility and particularly like that the site is within driving distance of the Research Triangle Park and the area's medical centers. The old federal building would need to be revamped to accommodate higher levels of laboratories, said Kent Yelverton, director of the property and construction division of the NCDA. NC Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler's recommended budget to Gov. Mike Easley includes $1 million for the planning and future use of the old federal facility and the station.  Easley has forwarded the request to the General Assembly.
Port Development. The proposed North Carolina International Port in Brunswick County may have its development managed by a Colorado engineering firm. The State Ports Authority on Tuesday recommended CH2M Hill, which operates a Raleigh office, to lead the development of the proposed $1 billion international port facility. The State Building Commission has approved the selection. The state has authorized up to $150 million for the development contract, but an exact amount has yet to be determined. 

Campaign NEWS
Noncitizen Voting. A Carrboro alderman has asked legislators to consider making his city the first in North Carolina to allow noncitizens to vote. At a meeting Friday between the Board of Aldermen and the Orange County legislative delegation, John Herrera asked the state lawmakers to take the topic to the General Assembly. Herrera, a U.S. citizen who is a native of Costa Rica, said allowing future U.S. citizens and legal residents to vote in municipal elections will put them on the path to citizenship. Sen. Ellie Kinnaird and Rep. Verla Insko, both Democrats, said they liked the idea, but it would require amending the state constitution. 
Washington NEWS

Farm Aid Draws Protests.   The Senate wants to spend nearly $4 billion to help farmers cope with high fuel prices and damage from severe weather.  House leaders object to the aid, saying Congress spends taxpayer dollars too freely, and President Bush is threatening to veto the aid.  The White House dislikes the farm aid because it raises the price of a spending bill for the Iraq war and hurricane recovery.  Beyond that, the farm money wouldn’t give energy relief to every farmer.  Farmers who don’t get subsidy checks -- fruit and vegetable growers and many others -- would be completely cut out.  The energy-related payments, about $1.6 billion of the $4 billion in aid, would go only to those who get government subsidies.

National Strategy for Agriculture.  EPA has released its National Strategy for Agriculture to initiate a closer partnership with agriculture in fulfilling the agency's mission of protecting human health and the environment.  The new plan builds upon farmers' natural interest in protecting natural resources and the environment, and it seeks to address complex issues through locally-based, collaborative efforts. For more information go to epa.gov/agriculture/        agstrategy.html.

Renewable Fuel Legislation.  Congress is considering new legislation to make ethanol and bio-diesel fuels more readily available, and supporters of the bill say renewable fuels are a viable solution for ending America’s addiction to foreign sources of oil.  The bi-partisan proposal is called the “Alternative Energy Refueling System Act of 2006” and is designed to expand the availability of home-grown energy options. The bill is sponsored by in the House by Congressmen Jeff Fortenberry (R-NE), Jerry Moran (R-KS) and Mark Udall (D-CO) and on the Senate side by Senators John Thune (R-SD) and Barack Obama (D-IL).  As currently written, the proposed legislation would provide service station owners with financial incentives to install alternative fuel tanks and pumps. Current legislation from last year’s Energy Bill provides tax credits for installing one alternative fuel pump per station, but this program would offer reimbursement for up to two tanks per facility.  
Business NEWS

Cut Off.  The Northeastern Regional Economic Development Commission has cut off the funding for its nonprofit arm. In addition to blocking further funding to the Northeast Partnership, the commission will take over all business activity formerly conducted by the partnership by July 1, the beginning of the new fiscal year. The partnership will continue to exist but only to handle remaining legal obligations. Because the partnership is a separate entity, the commission could not dissolve its nonprofit arm. 

Duke Energy: The U.S. Supreme Court has agreed to hear arguments in a Clean Air Act case against Duke Energy Corp. The Southern Environmental Law Center and the Environmental

Protection Agency filed suit against Duke, alleging the company violated the act by making major modifications to eight of its coal-fired plants without installing pollution controls. Duke Energy made the modifications between 1988 and 2000, which it says make the plants more environmentally friendly. Under the Clean Air Act, coal-fired power plants are required to have pollution controls installed when facilities are overhauled in a way that would increase emissions. 

Commodity NEWS        
Nickels Vote.  Users of feed or fertilizer will decide in a May 25 referendum whether they want to continue paying an assessment for agriculture education. Every six years, North Carolina farmers vote whether to continue the 15-cent-per-ton pledge. The assessment has consistently received more than 90 percent, and a two-thirds majority is needed for the vote to succeed.  The educational programs are offered through College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at N.C. State University. Dean Johnny Wynne said in a news release that the school has used Nickels for Know-How money to work on almost every major agricultural advancement. 
Pork Exports Set Record…Again.  U.S. pork exports have set a record for the second month in a row. March pork exports totaled 285 million pounds, carcass weight equivalent. This is up 12.5% from the February record which was 0.6% higher than the previous record set in April 2005. Thus far in 2006, Mexico, South Korea and Russia have been the major growth markets for U.S. pork, accounting for 78% of the total increase in our first quarter pork exports. 

Soybean Rust.  If it’s true that no new is good news, then the spring of 2006 has indeed been the best of times for U.S. soybean growers concerned about the potential for yield damage to their crop from Asian soybean rust.  Although scouting for the airborne fungus continues from Florida to southern Illinois, and westward to Texas, no new (rust-) positive counties have been reported since the first week of March.  The plant pathogen was earlier reported in a total of 20 counties across Florida, Georgia and Alabama, on broadleaf vines known as kudzu.  Some attribute the lack of new sightings to extremely dry weather.

Wheat Prices Climbing.   A global drought in major wheat-producing countries, coupled with the lowest world grain stocks in a quarter of a century, are fueling rising wheat prices amid predictions of shortages. Wheat prices have surged to well over $5 a bushel on major commodity exchanges since the Agricultural Statistics Service released its forecast last week for the nation’s winter wheat crop, down 12 percent to 1.32 million bushels.  Hard red winter wheat, the premier wheat used to make bread, is forecast to be down 23 percent.  Prices for wheat have been on a steady upturn as drought decimated U.S. winter wheat crops in the nation’s Southern Plains.  Another indication of a worsening global drought came this week in a report from the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization, indicating two-thirds of the winter wheat crop in western and northern China has been wiped out by a prolonged drought.

Environmental NEWS

Almost Fired.  A clash over money for projects and other issues almost cost the director of the state's Clean Water Management Trust Fund his job. Disgruntled board members say that their dispute with the director, Bill Holman, is over administrative and communication problems, and some have complained about the slow pace of processing and approving grant applications. But

Holman's supporters on the board and some top General Assembly leaders suggested porkbarrel politics may be at least a part of the friction. They questioned whether some board members are trying to secure money for their home turf more than fulfilling their mission of protecting the state's water. Trustees say the trust fund board had enough votes at its Sunday meeting to fire Holman. But trustees compromised on a 90-day probationary period the next day by a 15-2 vote. Holman angered some trustees last year when he endorsed a House bill that caps the size of wastewater and stormwater grants at $3 million. Holman later apologized to trustees, who felt the bill would tie their hands in making grants. Board members have asked him to appear before the General Assembly's environmental review commission and ask them to delay the bill. 
People in the NEWS

Appointments. Gov. Mike Easley has announced a number of appointments: Jackie E. Thompson, Sr., Rolesville, to the Agriculture Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund Advisory Committee. Thompson is a farmer and president of the Wake County Farm Bureau. Also, Ned Hudson of Concord, Jeff Turlington of Coats, and Manly West of Currituck have been appointed to the North Carolina Soil and Water Conservation Commission. Hudson is a retired agriculture teacher. Turlington is a partner at Turlington Farms. West is a farmer.

USDA NEWS
Agriculture Trade Surplus Shrinking in 2006.  Cotton, beef and other farm commodity exports continue to rise and are stronger than they were a year ago, but agriculture imports are rising faster and creating a smaller trade surplus, USDA said in a report released last week.  “The trade surplus continues to shrink,” USDA’s Economic Research Service said in the report.  The agricultural trade surplus for the first six months of fiscal 2006 was $3.3 billion, narrower than $4.5 billion for the same period in fiscal 2005, according to the report. 

Four USDA Officials Confirmed.  The U.S. Senate has confirmed the nominations of four USDA officials. They are Dr. Gale Buchanan, under secretary for research, education and economics; Boyd Rutherford, assistant secretary for administration; Linda Strachan, assistant secretary for congressional relations, and Marc Kesselman, general counsel.  

Timely Payments. North Carolina's entire U.S. congressional delegation has sent a letter to the U.S. Secretary of Agriculture complaining that state tobacco farmers have not received timely buyout payments from the federal government. "It is unacceptable that the Farm Service Agency has not resolved this issue after several months of unfulfilled assurances," the members wrote to Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns. According to the letter, farmers have been told that software glitches at the local offices of the agriculture agency have led to delays in payments. The checks are to go to farmers who owned quotas for tobacco crops. 

Vietnam Trade Deal.  Vietnam has reached an agreement with the U.S. that paves the way for the communist country to join the World Trade Organization, a deal that Washington says is a “historic” step forward in relations between the two nations.  The two sides have “reached agreements in principle,” Vietnam’s trade minister told a Vietnamese newspaper after four days of talks in Washington.  The newspaper quoted an official at the embassy in Washington as saying the two countries are expected to officially sign the agreement in early June.  A spokesman for the U.S. Trade Representative’s office said the agreement lowers tariffs on U.S. industrial and farm products and removes non-tariff barriers that block U.S. service providers from working in Vietnam. 

Mark Your Calendar
AgDay at the General Assembly will be held on the Halifax Mall on Tuesday, June 13. Make plans to be there at 9:00 am for the briefing, followed by legislative visits from 10:00 to 11:45.  AgLunch with the Legislators will be served at 12:00 noon. RSVP to the Council at 919-782-4063.
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