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NC Legislative NEWS

Minimum Wage. Both the House and Senate are now close to endorsing a $1 an hour increase in the state's minimum wage. The Senate approved the minimum wage increase in their budget plan Thursday, while the House gave initial approval to a separate bill increasing minimum pay. The Governor proposed an 85 cent increase in his budget. 

Senate Budget: The state Senate has finalized its adjustments for next year's budget, just 2 1/2 weeks after the session began. The Senate gave final approval to its $18.8 billion plan without additional debate by a vote of 34-14. The budget would reduce the state sales tax by a quarter-penny and the individual income tax rate for the highest wage earners from 8.25 percent to 8 percent starting Jan. 1. The Senate sets aside about one-quarter of the estimated $2 billion surplus in reserve funds for disasters, economic downturns and government building repairs. The NCDA&CS budget faired well in the Senate version, although funding for the new marketing campaign – Got to Be NC – was not at the level requested by Commissioner Troxler. The Got to Be NC campaign is designed to help NC farmers with marketing their products, locally, nationally and internationally.

Campaign NEWS
Brunstetter Appointed. Gov. Mike Easley has appointed Pete Brunstetter to replace Sen. Bill Miller, R-Forsyth. Brunstetter, a former chairman of the Forsyth County commissioners, will take the 31st Senate District seat starting Tuesday. Miller's resignation and Brunstetter's appointment were expected. Forsyth Republican Party leaders unanimously selected Miller to replace Sen. Hamilton Horton after he died Jan. 31. But Miller said he would relinquish the seat to the person who won the Republican primary election. Brunstetter won the three-way May 2 primary, which led GOP leaders to nominate him as Miller's replacement. 

Out of the Running.  Rep. Sue Myrick, R-N.C., has announced that she does not plan to run for governor in 2008. Rumors had been swirling for many months that the six-term Republican congresswoman was looking into giving up Washington for Raleigh. "My focus is on my current job," Myrick said in statement released Tuesday, "and I want to end the speculation to the contrary." Myrick is running this year for another term in Congress.

New Election. The Lenoir County Board of Elections has recommended a new election for state Rep. Stephen LaRoque, who contends he lost votes in the Republican primary because of mistakes by poll workers. In his protest, LaRoque, R-Lenoir, said he lost by 11 votes to Willie Ray Starling because of mistakes in dealing with unaffiliated voters. The two-term representative said several unaffiliated voters would have cast ballots for him but poll workers gave them ballots without an option to vote in the Democratic or GOP primaries.

Washington NEWS

Alternative Immigration Bill.  Rep. Mike Pence (R-IN), leader of House conservatives, is asking his colleagues to support a free-market plan aimed at bridging the gulf between the immigration versions in the two chambers. Pence suggests a temporary worker program based on a data base run by private industry. And unlike the Senate bill and the blueprint sketched by Bush, his “Border Integrity and Immigration Reform Act” would require all applicants to leave the country first. “The solution is to set up a system that will encourage illegal aliens to self-deport and come back legally as guest workers.  The visa will be issued only outside of the United States. That is a key point because it is the provision that will require the twelve million illegal aliens to leave.” His plan includes all the security measures of the bill that has already passed the House, and adds a provision that guest worker visas would be good for two years. A limited renewal would be available if the worker studied English and passed an English proficiency class. Pence’s measure would create private worker placement agencies called “Ellis Island Centers,” licensed by the federal government to match approved guest workers with jobs that cannot be filled by Americans – a variation on an idea offered by Bush back in January 2004. 

Dole & Burr Vote No.  Senator Richard Burr and Senator Elizabeth Dole voted last week against the Senate immigration reform bill. The immigration reform package in the Senate addresses increased border security. But critics say the Senate bill rewards those who have broken the law by granting them a direct path to citizenship and allows current illegal immigrants to receive the full array of federal benefits, but fails to reform the current immigration policy for those who want to come to America legally. According to the Congressional Budget Office (CBO), the Senate immigration bill will increase federal spending by $79 billion in the first ten years and some fear the state’s budget will be stretched to its limits to provide benefits such as in-state tuition and Medicaid services to these new legal residents. 

House Passes Ag Appropriations Bill. The House passed a $93.6 billion fiscal 2007 agriculture appropriations bill Tuesday, after killing provisions that would have extended programs aiding dairy producers and peanut farmers.  In a surprise move that reflected the shifting mood in Congress on immigration policy, the House also adopted an amendment that would prohibit USDA from subsidizing food stamps for legal immigrants.  Their sponsors would foot the bill instead.  Efforts to extend federal programs helping peanut and dairy farmers were quashed.  Rep. Jack Kingston of Georgia obtained a one-year extension of the peanut storage program during Appropriations Committee debate on the bill earlier this month.  Rep. David Obey of Wisconsin won a one-month extension of the Milk Income Loss Contract program.  But Agriculture Committee Chairman Robert Goodlatte objected to the intrusion onto his turf and killed the provisions on procedural grounds. 

Farm Bill Feedback.  A Web-based farm bill feedback form has been launched on the House Committee on Agriculture Web site. The Web-based form allows producers throughout the nation to provide the Committee with feedback about current farm policy as well as input about the future of farm policy. The form can be accessed at www.agriculture.house.gov and clicking on the Farm Bill Feedback icon.  
Immigrant Farm Wages.  The Senate tabled an amendment by Senate Agriculture Chairman. Saxby Chambliss (R-GA) that would have changed the way wage rates are calculated under a farm guest worker program that is part of the sweeping immigration reform bill.  Chambliss, who opposes the immigration overhaul, said prevailing wage would have created a fair wage for both workers and farmers.   

Business NEWS

Hispanics Spend More.  Hispanics contributed more to North Carolina’s economy in 2004 than the state spent to provide services for them according to a study released by The Frank Hawkins Kenan Institute of Private Enterprise at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  According to James H. Johnson Jr., a professor at UNC’s Kenan-Flagler Business School who led the study, the effect  is based on consumer spending, taxes, economic output, labor-cost savings and costs to the state. By 2009, Hispanic spending in the state could reach $18 billion if the population continues to increase, according to the study.  
Synthetic Fuel.  Progress Energy Inc., one of the largest synthetic fuel producers in the country, said it has stopped production of the alternative energy source because it will not be profitable without a federal tax credit. Synthetic fuel is made by chemically treating coal and reselling it as an alternative fuel to utilities and industrial customers. But the tax phases out as oil prices rise, so producing synthetic fuel will cause the Raleigh-based utility to lose money this year. The company has suspended about 140 employees with pay and will lay them off this summer if Progress does not resume synfuel operations. 

Plant Purchase. Duke Energy Corp. has agreed to buy a Rockingham County power plant for $195 million. Charlotte-based Duke says the acquisition is consistent with the company's plan to meet customers' electricity needs over the next 20 years. The transaction, slated to close by year end, requires state and federal approval.

Commodity NEWS        
Pork Politics.   Rep. Russell Tucker filed a bill (titled Extend Moratorium/Study Waste-to-Energy) this week that would extend the moratorium on swine farms until 2012 and calls for a study of incentives to encourage purchasers and producers of renewable energy to cooperate regarding the production and use of renewable energy or other marketable by-products derived from animal manure.   Another bill (titled Extend Moratoria/Cost-Share Funds) was filed this week by Rep. Carolyn Justice.  The bill asks for extension of the moratorium until 2009 and asks for $10 million in state money to begin a cost-share program through the NC Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) to assist producers in replacing lagoons.  

Pests at Ports.  Creation of the Department of Homeland Security may have rendered American agriculture more vulnerable to foreign pests, government investigators warn in a new report.  Agricultural inspections dropped after the bureaucratic reshuffling, sometimes dramatically, at ports including San Francisco, Los Angeles and Miami.   One-third of inspectors surveyed nationwide reported they were doing “many fewer” agricultural inspections than before they became part of Homeland Security.   Agriculture and Homeland Security officials largely conceded the criticisms have merit, and stressed improvements they are making.

DCP Sign-Up Deadline.  The Farm Service Agency reminds agricultural producers that they have until June 1, 2006, to sign up for the 2006-crop Direct and Counter-cyclical Payment Program (DCP).   USDA will accept late-filed DCP applications through Sept. 30, 2006, if accompanied by a $100 late fee. Producers will be unable to apply for 2006 DCP payments after Sept. 30, 2006. More information on DCP is available at local FSA offices and online at: www.fsa.usda.gov/pas/publications/facts/html/dcp06.htm
People in the NEWS

National Pork Board.   Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns has announced that Dr. Gene Nemechek of North Carolina has been named to the 15-member National Pork Board. Dr. Nemechek served as the president of the NC Pork Council in 2005 and is a veterinarian with Genetic Improvement Services/Perfect Pig LLC.

Deaths. Former Sen. Teena Little died Tuesday morning of lung cancer. She was 65. Little served in the Legislature for only one term after being elected in 1994. Most recently she served as the chair of N.C. Free, a business advocacy group. Little was married to George Little of Pinehurst, candidate for Governor in the GOP primary in 2004.

Appointments: Gov. Mike Easley has announced a number of appointments: Roger L. Crowe Jr., Morehead City, to the North Carolina Economic Development Board. Crowe is a senior partner at Crowe and Cummings law firm. He has been reappointed.

NCDA News

Pesticide Report. State health officials have urged closer communication between state agriculture, labor and health departments and stricter enforcement of pesticide laws in a new report. The report is the result of a 10-month study into whether pesticide exposure caused deformities in children born to three women who picked tomatoes for Ag-Mart.  The report said all three women worked in fields treated with pesticides known to cause birth defects at critical times in their pregnancies. The report said that without knowing how much of the chemicals the women absorbed, there was no way to prove that pesticides caused the children's deformities. 
Grants for Aquaculture.  Commercial aquaculture operations in 10 North Carolina counties are eligible for grants to help them recover from damages and losses caused by Hurricane Ophelia in 2005. The grants are available to producers who are raising aquaculture species in a controlled environment as part of a farming operation. Marine aquaculture, which includes shellfish leases, is also eligible.   A total of $312,500 has been approved for the program. Eligible counties include Brunswick, Carteret, Craven, Dare, Hyde, Jones, New Hanover, Onslow, Pamlico and Pender. USDA limits the amount paid to any applicant to $80,000. The grants will not cover damage or losses that are covered by another disaster program.  Eligible producers can request an application form by contacting Yvonne Stott at (919) 733-7887 Monday through Friday between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. The deadline for applications is July 15. 

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.
The Environmental Management Commission will hold a public hearing on proposed Rules on Thursday, June 1 at 7 p.m. in Ground Floor Hearing Room, The Archdale Building, 512 N. Salisbury St., Raleigh. Contact: Thomas C. Allen, 715-7456.
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