 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

June 19, 2006
Washington NEWS

Weaker WTO Ag Trade Deal. U.S. Trade Representative Susan Schwab is concerned about the prospect of possibly watering down an international farm trade proposal in order get a deal with the European Union. On the table in the current Doha round of World Trade Organization talks is a U.S. plan to cut caps on its most trade-distorting domestic farm subsidies by 60% in return for concessions from E.U. on market access. The U.S. has been adamant that the E.U. agree to reduce tariffs on U.S. exports. 

Strong Words for WTO.  House Committee on Agriculture Chairman Bob Goodlatte met with World Trade Organization Director General Pascal Lamy to discuss the current status of the agricultural negotiations of the Doha Round.  Goodlatte told Lamy that there is absolutely no support for further concessions on the part of Congress, and they will not accept an agreement that benefits international trading partners by putting US producers at a disadvantage. Goodlatte added that while other nations enjoy open access to U.S. markets, U.S. producers face steep worldwide agricultural tariffs, currently averaging 62 percent.  Meanwhile, U.S. agricultural tariffs average 12 percent, ranking the U.S. among the lowest agricultural tariff structures in the world.  

New NAFTA Talks Rejected. The United States rejected Mexico’s request to renegotiate the opening of its corn and beans markets in 2008 under NAFTA.  U.S. Under-Secretary of Agriculture J.B. Penn said NAFTA is a good agreement and the U.S. looked forward to seeing it fully implemented.  
Doling Out Money. A small amount of money has been earmarked for a study at the proposed site of the $1 billion N.C. International Port. U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole. Dole, R-N.C., who visited the port in Wilmington, said $100,000 has been earmarked for a study that will determine whether it's appropriate to proceed with a more extensive environmental impact study. The N.C. State Ports Authority will need the support of Congress and the General Assembly to get money for the international port, slated for 600 acres near Southport close to the mouth of the Cape Fear River. This week, the authority's board of directors authorized a contract with an international port design and planning firm, for $912,387 to define the type, size and location of facilities and services required for the project, among other tasks. 
Votes for CAFTA.  The Central American Free Trade Agreement cleared an important hurdle yesterday after the Bush administration pledged to discuss "any reasonable proposals" to allay sugar-industry concerns about the deal.  The Senate Finance Committee voted 11-9 in favor of CAFTA after an informal hearing.  
Business NEWS        
Smithfield Plant Expansion.  Smithfield Packing Co. said it plans to expand its Stadler Country Ham plant in Elon, N.C., increasing production and employing about 40 new associates.  This expansion will increase annual production at the Stadler plant from nine million pounds to 16 million pounds.  The plant produces hams under the Gwaltney and Stadler brands.
Downgraded. Reacting negatively to Sara Lee Corp.'s plans to repurchase about $2 billion of its stock, Moody's Investors Service cut the company's credit rating to Baa1 from A3. The bond rating service said that given the company's cash flow, $2 billion was overly aggressive. Sara Lee is about 18 months into a reorganization of its businesses, shedding several to concentrate on meat, hot beverages and bakery, and reorganizing those silos into broad foodservice, retail and international divisions.
NC Legislative NEWS

House Budget. The House has given its final approval to a proposed $18.9 billion budget plan, clearing the way for negotiations with the Senate starting this week. House Speaker Jim Black, D-Mecklenburg, said he believed that the House and Senate could work out their differences in a reasonable amount of time, predicting that a final agreement could reach Gov. Mike Easley's desk a few days before the fiscal year begins July 1. 

Environmental NEWS

Apple and Pear Pesticides.  The Environmental Protection Agency is planning to phase out the use of a pesticide that has been used on apples, pears, and other crops since the late 1950s after environmental groups argued that it poisons farm workers.  Beginning next year, nuts, nursery stocks and Brussels sprouts should no longer be treated with azinphos-methyl, AZM for short, according to an EPA draft decision. The agency would ban the pesticide’s use on apples, blueberries, cherries, pears and parsley in 2010. The draft is up for public comment for two months.  The decision would eliminate aerial spraying, require 100-foot buffers around water bodies and require medical monitoring of workers entering fields sprayed by AZM. 

Campaign NEWS

Parties Agree. State Democratic and Republican Party leaders have asked voters not to cast ballots for State Supreme Court candidate Rachel Lea Hunter, whose rhetoric of late has included comparing the actions of a black congressional candidate to that of a slave. State Republican Party chairman Ferrell Blount said Tuesday, "She's unstable and unqualified, and the thought of her serving on the highest court in North Carolina is scary.” Blount's comments came after Hunter, a former Republican running as a Democrat, used the title "Dur Fuhrer" when referring to state Democratic Party chief Jerry Meek. Such rhetoric led Meek to endorse Republican-backed incumbent Mark Martin in his race with Hunter for a seat on the state's high court. 

Free-For-All. When the state Republican Party worked to oust Former House Co-speaker Richard Morgan in the GOP primary last month, it didn’t know it was setting up a free-for-all. The latest twist occurred last week, when former Southern Pines Police Chief Gerald Galloway announced he will try to get on the ballot as an unaffiliated candidate for the House seat. He joins Manila “Bud” Shaver, a retired general, who is attempting the same thing. This could cause headaches for Joe Boylan, a Southern Pines businessman who won the GOP primary with the backing of the state party. Boylan is currently unopposed because no Democrat filed in the strongly Republican district, but that could change if either collects 2,040 signatures to get on the ballot. 

Not Running. Mary Easley says she has no interest in running for governor in 2008, despite gossip in the Raleigh rumor mill that she is considering succeeding her husband. Gov. Mike Easley is barred by the state constitution from running for a third consecutive term. But while Mary Easley says she hopes to remain active in public affairs after she moves out of the Executive Mansion, elective office is not on the horizon. Also not running for governor is U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole. Rumors about Dole running for governor have been circulating in GOP circles for months. Dole says she plans to run for re-election in 2008. 

USDA NEWS

USDA Crop Estimates.  USDA lowered its estimate of production for the U.S. wheat crop by 59 million bushels from last month -from 1.87 billion bushels to 1.81 billion bushels-based on lower forecasted yield for winter wheat. U.S. cotton production is estimated at 20.7 million bales, unchanged from last month. China’s cotton production estimate was reduced 500,000 bales from last month based on lower forecast area. USDA’s U.S. rice production estimate for this year is unchanged at 205 million hundredweight, based on plantings of 2.97 million acres and an average yield of 6,947 pounds.  U.S. soybean production is projected at 3.08 billion bushels, unchanged from last month. Soybean ending stocks were increased 5 million bushels to 570 million bushels.

Release of Database.  USDA is releasing new farm program payment information that could help set the record straight about who actually receives a wide array of  farm-related government payments and why.  Responding to a new Freedom of Information Act request, USDA has begun releasing information from the Farm Service Agency’s Permitted Entry File and is scheduled to start providing information from its Section 1614 Database in August. The 2002 farm bill says payments to farmers must be tracked directly to a person, rather than to a corporate structure, to ensure farmers are in compliance with limitations on farm payments. USDA officials say the database will include benefits issued from October 2002 to March 2006 by the Farm Service Agency, the Natural Resources Conservation Service and other government agencies.

Commodity NEWS        
Beef Exports to S. Korea.  U.S. beef will not go to South Korea until Seoul approves all 38 American plants that want to export beef, U.S. Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns says there were minor issues at a handful of plants.  The disagreement over plants has delayed the re-opening of sales to South Korea, once the No. 3 market for U.S. beef, possibly until July. For the United States, the issue is acceptance of its meat safety safeguards in the era of mad cow disease.   South Korea's agriculture minister says that U.S. plants must meet standards expected by Seoul.   
Nominated. President Bush has nominated George Holding, the second-in-charge at the U.S. Attorney's office in Raleigh, to take the top spot in Eastern North Carolina. Holding's nomination to become U.S. attorney for Eastern North Carolina went to the U.S. Senate on Friday. 

Appointments. Gov. Mike Easley has announced the following appointment: Charles P. Brown, Albemarle, to the North Carolina Rural Economic Development Center Board of Directors. 

NCDA News

Lab Rated Best.   A N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services laboratory topped 20 others from around the world in a recent series of proficiency tests for aflatoxin.  Aflatoxin is a chemical byproduct of the fungus Aspergillus flavus, which can contaminate corn and other grains grown or stored under highly humid conditions. Aflatoxin can be fatal to animals and humans.   

Pest Merger.  The NCDA&CS is merging its two units that regulate pesticides and pest control companies. The department’s Pesticide Section will join the Structural Pest Control Division to become the Structural Pest Control and Pesticides Division. Employees have begun the merger, which will be official July 1. The new division will be responsible for protecting public health and the environment by ensuring that commercial and non-commercial pesticide applicators comply with state pesticide laws and regulations. 
Pesticide Report. One state employee contends AgMart improperly influenced a report on a possible link between pesticides and birth defects, when an Ag-Mart official joined an April meeting with state health officials conducting the investigation.  State Toxicologist Ken Rudo, who was not at the meeting, said the subsequent report was softened after the meeting with Ag-Mart officials. The state report, which came out in late May, said the exposure may have caused the defects, but stopped short of making a conclusive link. Dr. Ann Chelminski, one author of the report, disagrees with Rudo saying that she would not have put her name on the report had she felt it was changed to satisfy the company's requests.  Chelminski said she made two changes after the meeting, adding a summary of Ag-Mart's defense, and changing all mentions of the women's exposure to "possible exposure." She contended both changes were fair. 
People in the NEWS

Stepping Down. Joseph W. Luter will give up the title of chief executive officer of pork processor Smithfield Foods Inc. after serving as the company's chairman and CEO for 31 years. Luter, 67, will step down as CEO on Aug. 31, but will remain non-executive chairman of Smithfield's board of directors. The board elected Larry Pope, currently president and chief operating officer, to serve as CEO starting Sept. 1. As chairman, Luter intends to continue focusing on acquisitions and long-term strategic development.
Deaths. Former legislator James Speed has died at the age of 91. Speed, who served in the Senate for 20 years and another 11 in the House, died Wednesday afternoon at his Louisburg home after an eight-year battle with non-Hodgkin's lymphoma.  
Mark Your Calendar

An assembly on the 2007 Farm Bill for farmers and the public is set for Monday, June 19 at 4 p.m. at the Mountain Horticultural Crops Research Station in Fletcher. 
The Marine Fisheries Commission River Herring (FMP) Advisory Committee will meet Monday, June 19 at 6 p.m., U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Fish Hatchery, located at 1104 West Queen Street, Edenton. 

The N.C. Coastal Resources Advisory Council will meet Wednesday, June 21 at 3 p.m., City Hotel and Bistro, Greenville.

The N.C. Coastal Resources Commission will meet Thursday, June 22 (no time given). Agenda items include discussions of vegetation lines, Florida's approach to beach nourishment projects and variance requests, City Hotel and Bistro, 203 Greenville Blvd. SW, Greenville. 

U.S. Sen. Richard Burr and his office will sponsor a federal grant workshop, focused on improving access to federal grants for faith-based and community initiatives, on Thursday, June 22 at 9 a.m., Airborne and Special Operations Museum, 100 Bragg Boulevard, Fayetteville. Contact: Laura Caudell, 202-224-3154.

The N.C. Democratic Convention will be held on Saturday, June 24 at noon, High Point Theatre & Exhibition Center, 220 E. Commerce Ave., High Point.
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