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June 11, 2007
NC Legislative NEWS

Budget Stalled: The House voted 68-47, largely along party lines, to reject Senate changes to its budget proposal on Monday night, setting the stage for what could be lengthy negotiations between the two sides. The vote came after several days of talk by House Republicans that they might be able to find the needed Democratic votes to concur with the Senate budget plan and avoid any compromise spending bill. GOP House members touted the Senate plan because it -- unlike the House proposal – allowed for the final expiration of tax hikes adopted in 2001. Critics of the Senate budget plan point to the large levels of borrowing -- $1.2 billion -- without a voter referendum. Because the House would keep the taxes in place, its budget plan called for spending $20.3 billion, $300 million more than the Senate plan. Those and other differences will now have to be sorted through, but without further legislation and absent a budget by the July 1 start of the fiscal year, the taxes will expire anyway. 

Energy Efficiency: North Carolina's electric power producers would have to increase their use of renewable fuels – including solar, wind, and biofuels – and push customers to be more energy efficient under a bill debated Tuesday before the House Energy and Energy Efficiency Committee. The bill sets annual benchmarks that, by 2021, would require power companies to get at least 20 percent of the electricity they sell from renewable sources, allowing them to make up part of that percentage from lowered customer demand. Proponents say the standard would cut global warming pollution alone by at least 13 tons each year and create at least 2,700 new jobs per year in "green" industries. But utilities say the state's rapidly increasing population means the standard as written will be too difficult to meet, given their existing statutory duty to supply power to the North Carolina residents at the lowest possible cost.  The bill's chief sponsor, Rep. Pricey Harrison, D-Guilford, has agreed to lower the target to 15 percent. A Senate version of the measure -- currently being wrestled over by a working group of environmentalists, power suppliers and other stakeholders -- would set a 10 percent standard. 
"Fire-Safe" Cigarettes: Tobacco companies would be required to make and sell cigarettes that burn out if left unattended under a bill approved Tuesday by a House judiciary committee. The so-called "fire-safe" cigarettes are rolled in special paper with two bands of less porous material that smother the burning tobacco unless someone is actively smoking it. The bill would bar the sale of any other type of cigarette in North Carolina. The measure is modeled on legislation passed in New York state and adopted in more than a dozen other states and Canada, according to the Coalition for Fire-Safe Cigarettes. In North Carolina, discarded smoking material is the leading cause of structure fires -- mainly in homes – and causes half of the fires in which someone dies, Insurance Commissioner Jim Long and other experts told the committee Tuesday. 

Lobbyists for several tobacco companies with factories in North Carolina said they are comfortable with the legislation as long as it gives them time to modify their manufacturing lines. Sandy Sands, who represents Phillip Morris, said the company would prefer a nationwide standard requiring fire-safe cigarettes, but accepts the New York-modeled legislation for now. The measure now goes to the House Finance Committee. 
NCDA News

NCDA May Lose Research Farms:  A recently discovered provision in the state budget that could set the stage for the consolidation or downsizing of some of North Carolina's research farms has many in Agribusiness concerned. The surprise provision was inserted during Senate budget discussions – but no one in the Agricultural Community seems to have known anything about the plan. If incorporated into the final budget by the budget conference committee, it would transfer ownership and management of North Carolina's 18 agricultural research stations from the state Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services to the UNC Board of Governors for N.C. State University. Critics of the transfer say the provision did not go through any committee in the General Assembly, so therefore no one in the Ag Community was given an opportunity to express opinions or concerns. Further the provision directs the university to evaluate each station and farm to determine which ones could be consolidated or downsized to create more efficiency – a plan that would result in yet more farmland disappearing since it is unlikely the land would be sold to a farmer but rather a developer – particularly in the case of the research stations on the coast and in the mountains. And farmers have been expressing objections to the plan because they say that NCDA helps bring a “real-world” perspective to university researchers who often are too far removed from the farm.  
Washington NEWS

Immigration Reform: Left on the floor bleeding from a fatal wound, that is how some have described the Senate immigration reform bill after Senator Harry Reid (D-NV) failed to get a second cloture vote last week to end debate on the bill.  Senate rules dictate that 60 votes are required on a cloture vote in order to end debate, also known as a filibuster, and the final vote fell 15 votes short, prompting Senator Reid to pull the bill from the floor so the Senate could move onto other issues. Opponents of the bill celebrated the bills defeat saying the Senate is unlikely to bring the issue up again. Advocates point to the optimism of President Bush, who supports comprehensive immigration reform and who told reporters at the G8 summit, “See you at the bill signing.”
OLF Opposition: A U.S. House committee has approved a bill that would block funding for a Navy proposal to build a practice jet landing strip in Washington County. U.S. Reps. David Price and G.K. Butterfield, both Democrats, worked with the Military Construction Appropriations Subcommittee to strip the outlying landing field funding. The bill passed by a full committee voice vote and should move to the U.S. House floor within two weeks. 
EPA Makes New Rule For Wetlands:  A new guidance was issued by the Environmental Protection Agency and the Army Corps of Engineers that requires in order for non-permanent streams and nearby wetlands to be protected under the federal Clean Water Act such waters must be shown as being a "significant nexus" between the intermittent stream or wetland and a traditional waterway.  Further, the new guidance says a determination will be made on a case-by-case basis, analyzing flow and other issues. Environmentalist argued that negates the broader regional importance of many such waterways in the aggregate on water bodies downstream.

Business NEWS        
Smithfield Profits Surge: Smithfield Foods Inc. on Thursday reported a steep increase in fourth-quarter profits, citing increased pork prices and sales, which offset higher feed costs.  Net earnings for the 13 weeks ended April 29 were $37 million, or 33 cents per diluted share, compared with $1.1 million, or 1 cent per share, in the year-earlier period.  Analysts expected profits of 36 cents per share, according to a Thomson Financial poll.  "Grain prices, as well as increases in freight and energy costs, are impacting our operations," said C. Larry Pope, Smithfield president and CEO. "However, we are raising prices in an effort to offset these costs."  Revenues were up 14 percent, reaching $3.06 billion.  Shares of Smithfield were $32.03, down 38 cents, in midday trading Thursday on the New York Stock Exchange. 

Heart of the Triad: Triad-area chambers of commerce appear unlikely to receive the money they requested for the Heart of the Triad planning effort. Supporters of the effort had asked legislators for money to continue work on the plan, which would guide development in an area of about 6,300 acres in Guilford and Forsyth counties. Advocates say that a detailed Heart of the Triad plan - none exists at present - would give the region a centerpiece for economic development. But opponents have denounced the effort as a scheme to bring development to their undeveloped pastures and woods. Sen. Katie Dorsett, D-Guilford, filed the only bill earmarking funds for the plan. That measure would have spent $750,000 on the project in 2007-08 and $1.5 million in 2008-09, but it did not make it into the Senate budget passed Thursday. Dorsett said that there was simply no money to give. 
Commodity NEWS        
Pork Board Unveils Quality-Assurance Program:  The National Pork Board on Thursday introduced Pork Quality Assurance Plus, an update to the industry's pork-safety program begun in 1989. The checkoff-funded PQA Plus combines two existing programs: PQA certification and the Swine Welfare Assurance Program. It includes three steps: an individual certification through education; an assessment of sites where pigs are being raised; and an independent third-party audit to assure continuous improvement goals of the program are being implemented in the industry. PQA Plus is the result of nearly two years of collaborative work from all sectors of the pork industry. It will have a three-year implementation period.
USDA News

Corn Prices Up: In its May agricultural prices report, USDA offered no summary explanation for a 60 percent jump in corn prices over the same period a year ago. It seemingly goes without saying. Confirming expectations, the price of corn continues to rise alongside swelling demand for ethanol. May's price for corn was $3.48 per bushel, a 9-cent increase from April alone. In May last year, corn cost only $2.17. Kevin Barnes, chief of USDA's Environmental, Economics and Demographics branch, points out that the report reflects mid-month prices, and that prices tend to fluctuate through the end of the month. Whether prices will stabilize is harder to predict, he said.  In April, USDA released a report indicating that farmers intended to plant 90.5 million acres of corn this spring, the largest such sowing in 63 years. But Barnes says volume won't necessarily have a dampening effect on corn prices. "There are so many factors that go into it — export demand, the number of ethanol plants that come on line, to name two."  Soaring corn prices also are pushing up prices for other commodities, as farmers devote fewer acres to crops like soybeans. As of mid-May, the price for soybeans was $7.15 per bushel, up from $6.88 in April and nearly 26 percent higher than the May 2006 price of $5.58.  USDA reported that the average price for all crops in May was 3 percent higher than April and 24 percent higher than the same period a year ago.
South Korea Reopens U.S. Beef Imports:  South Korea has officially resumed accepting U.S. beef imports after Washington assured Seoul that two shipments containing banned bones and intended for domestic use were sent mistakenly to Korea. "The suspension is being lifted because the United States reported that all meat sent this year, with exception of two shipments in May, met export standards," the National Veterinary Research and Quarantine Service said.  The service said Richard Raymond, undersecretary for USDA's Food Safety Inspection Service, sent a formal letter chalking the mishap up to "human error" and asking Seoul to resume importing U.S. beef. 
People in the NEWS

Basnight Absence: Senate leader Marc Basnight sent a letter to fellow senators telling them that he is likely to be absent from the legislature for an indefinite period due to a family illness.  Basnight's wife, hospitalized in Chapel Hill with an undisclosed illness, is doing better, said Sen. David Hoyle during Thursday's Senate session. Neither his staff nor Senate colleagues have discussed the precise nature of Sandy Basnight's illness, though it is common knowledge at the Legislative Building that she has been ill.

Appointments: Gov. Mike Easley announced the following appointment: Don Barrier, Granite Falls, to the North Carolina Energy Policy Council. Barrier is co-owner of Foothills Bio- Energies and a Caldwell County commissioner. 
GOP Chair: Linda Daves has been re-elected the head the state Republican Party for the next two years, winning two-thirds of the vote in fending off a challenge from Marcus Kindley, the former chairman of the Guilford County party.
Mark Your Calendar

AgForum with Price – NC Agribusiness Council members are invited to attend an Agribusiness Forum with Congressman David Price on June 25  at 8:00am at the Farmers Market Restaurant in Raleigh.  RSVP is required – seats are limited. Contact the Council at 919-782-4063 for ticket information.

Senate Committee on Agriculture/Environment/Natural Resources will meet on Tuesday, June 12 at 11:00 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
The North Carolina Pesticide Board will meet on Tuesday, June 12 at 12:30 p.m., Gov. James G. Martin Building, N.C. State Fairgrounds, Raleigh. The Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) Finfish Advisory Committee will meet on Tuesday, June 12, at 1:30 p.m., at the DENR Regional Office, 943 Washington Square Mall, Washington. Contact Lee Paramore, 252-473-5734.

The Marine Fisheries Commission Red Drum Fishery Management Plan Advisory Committee will meet on Tuesday, June 12 at 5:30 p.m., DENR Washington Regional Office Building, Washington. Contact: Lee Paramore, 252-473-5734.
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