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NC Legislative NEWS

Budget Bill Moving.  Look for the budget bill to come out on Wednesday of this week. With House and Senate budget negotiators working through the weekend, it appears the General Assembly will be sending to the Governor a budget by the end of the month.   

Agri-Tourism Exemption Alive.  Last year, Rep. Lorene Coates, D-Rowan, sponsored HB143 that would exempt farms, which are providing agri-tourism attractions, from the state privilege tax on amusements. While the bill passed the House with an overwhelming majority (114-2), the bill has been resting in the Senate Finance Committee as legislators work on the quickly moving budget bill.  However, this past week, the bill appears to have sprung to life again, with agribusiness advocates talking with Senate Finance co-chairs Senator David Hoyle and Senator John Kerr about this agribusiness-friendly legislation.
Eminent Domain. A proposal to put a constitutional amendment before voters to prohibit government condemnations for economic development purposes may be in trouble, even though the bill has 80-plus House co-sponsors. The House Judiciary III Committee sent the bill to a subcommittee, making it unclear whether the proposal would come to a floor vote before the legislature adjourns for the year. Rep. Paul "Skip" Stam, R-Wake, the bill's primary sponsor, said he isn't sure about its future. Stam said the legislation had been rewritten to try to address the concerns of school boards and public utilities, two of the primary users of condemnation procedures. The House has already approved a bill that would place into law prohibitions against local governments using condemnation for economic development purposes. The Senate is now considering the bill. 

Gas Tax. The state's gasoline tax will remain at its record high of 30 cents through the end of the year.  A portion of the tax is recalculated twice a year based on the wholesale price of gasoline. NC Revenue Secretary Norris Tolson said Thursday the rate won't change July 1 because average wholesale prices have remained about the same for the six-month period ending March 31. Gov. Mike Easley and the state Senate have proposed spending plans recently to cap the tax at its current level, in part to prevent it from increasing next year. The House decided to leave out the proposed tax cap in the budget bill it approved Thursday. The cap bill would allow the gasoline tax to fall if average wholesale prices declined. 

Campaign NEWS
Residency at Question. Local elections across North Carolina could be affected by the outcome of two lawsuits filed in Lincoln County. At issue is whether a candidate must live in the district he wants to represent in counties where district representatives are elected by countywide or citywide votes. While state election laws require a candidate to live in the district he wants to represent, the N.C. Constitution doesn't have such a rule. The N.C. Supreme Court also has ruled that state legislators don't have the power to add qualifications for elected office, said Robert Joyce, a professor at the School of Government at UNC Chapel Hill. In one lawsuit, Lincoln County resident Martin Oakes stated that population growth in eastern Lincoln County has led to unequal representation on the county school board, leaving some areas underrepresented. In another complaint, Oakes wrote that the residency requirement is unconstitutional and that all school board seats should be open to candidates from anywhere in the county. 

Top Races. North Carolina has two of the top 50 U.S. House races in the country, according to Hotline, an online political newsletter based in Washington. The 14th best race is in the 11th district in western North Carolina, where former University of Tennessee quarterback Heath Shuler, a Democrat, is challenging Republican Rep. Charles Taylor. Breaking into the list at 47 is North Carolina's 8th district race, where Democrat Larry Kissell of Biscoe is challenging Republican Robin Hayes of Concord. 

Washington NEWS

Immigration Bill Stalled Republican congressional leaders said Tuesday that broad immigration legislation is all but doomed for the year, a victim of election-year concerns in the House and conservatives' opposition to citizenship for millions of illegal immigrants.  "Our No. 1 priority is to secure the border, and right now I haven't heard a lot of pressure to have a path to citizenship," said Speaker Dennis Hastert, R-Illinois. A series of hearings on immigration legislation are expected to start in August and run through Labor Day. Some of the summer hearings could take place in the Carolinas.  

Offshore Drilling. The US House Resources Committee voted 29-9 to give states the option to allow offshore drilling within 50 miles of their shores. The bill is a significant shift from current law, which bars all offshore drilling along the Outer Continental Shelf until 2012. The bill also gives states the option of barring oil and gas exploration within 100 miles of their coastlines. Drilling would be allowed beyond 100 miles of any coastline currently covered by the moratorium. The bill does provide a 50-mile buffer between the coastline of any state that would open its waters to drilling and one that would not. 

Ag Spending Bill.  Wednesday, the US Senate Appropriations Committee voted unanimously to report to the full Senate the fiscal year 2007 Department of Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug Administration, and Related Agencies Appropriations bill.  The full bill can be found at http://appropriations.senate.gov.

Environmental NEWS

Petition Approved. The federal government has approved a petition from Gov. Mike Easley, indicating that it will help North Carolina keep its national forests undeveloped. U.S. Agriculture
Secretary Mike Johanns announced he had approved requests from North Carolina, Virginia and Tennessee. The states are directed to develop their own regulations to protect the land, including allowing for limited roads for efforts such as firefighting or forest management.  Proposed rules will be subject to federal oversight. 

Business NEWS        
State of the Year.   North Carolina has been named State of the Year by Southern Business & Development magazine. The state shares the top spot with Alabama in the magazine's annual rankings, based on business investment and job creation among Southern states. North Carolina and Alabama also tied for No. 1 last year. The magazine's list, now in its 14th year, ranks Southern states according to job and investment announcements for the previous calendar year. States are awarded points based on the number of projects involving an investment of $30 million or more or the creation of 200 or more jobs. North Carolina scored 560 points in the 2006 ranking, up from 460 in the previous year. 

Commodity NEWS        
Japan Beef Deal.  After two long negotiating sessions on Tuesday via videoconference, Japan and the United States reached an agreement last night that should deliver U.S. beef to the Japanese market by the end of July.  Japanese inspectors will arrive in the United States on Saturday to begin about a month of inspections of U.S. plants.  The two governments had clashed over what Japan would do if the United States sends another shipment of beef with banned material, as it did last year with a shipment of veal that contained spinal material. Japan wanted to suspend the violating plant from further export; the United States held that the shipment should simply be returned and, for the moment, appears to have won that concession.  Under the agreement, Japan will be allowed to send inspectors along on  USDA surprise inspections of exporting plants, and said it will carefully check every shipment of beef as it enters the country.

· Skeptics Push Bill.  Despite Wednesday's announcement of an agreement that may reinstate exports of beef products to Japan by next month, a group of U.S. senators has introduced a bill that would slap tariffs on Japanese goods if the Japanese market is not reopened to U.S. beef by Aug. 31.  Mike John, president of the National Cattlemen's Beef Association, applauded the bill, and said that NCBA would aggressively support it, despite the indication that Japan is willing to end the embargo. "Ranchers are tired of hearing reports from countless meetings and investigative visits between the two nations, dragging out for weeks, then months and now years, and ending with announcements of unfulfilled promises," John said. The embargo on U.S. beef has cost the beef industry $6.7 million per day, for a total loss since the ban was instituted in December 2003 of $6.07 billion. 
· Goodlatte Cautiously Optimistic.  House Ag Committee Chairman Bob Goodlatte issued the following statement regarding an understanding reached between United States and Japanese officials outlining a final process toward resuming imports of U.S. beef products into Japan. "Our negotiators continue to work diligently toward finalizing an agreement that would give U.S. beef producers access to this once lucrative market, and I applaud their efforts.  By denying U.S. beef products and moving through this process at a snail's pace, the Japanese government is not only denying their own consumers the freedom of choice, but also unduly denying our producers' rights to their markets under our previously negotiated trade agreement. I am pleased that this process is moving forward, but I will remain only cautiously optimistic until U.S. beef products appear on the shelves of Japanese markets and shops.”
Bird Flu Plan.  The inspector general’s office at the US Department of Agriculture conducted an audit of the department’s plan for detecting avian flu in poultry and wild birds.  In the audit, the inspector general’s office stated that it believed that the department relied too heavily on voluntary testing by the poultry industry and reports from state agriculture departments.  A spokeswoman for the USDA, Hallie Pickhardt, said that the agency "agreed with everything in the report, and we're either doing it or going to be doing it."  But she added that the USDA had no plans to make the voluntary testing now conducted by the poultry industry mandatory.  "We're confident in the testing procedure they're implementing,"  Pickhardt said. "They've been working very closely with us. This is their livelihood, too, and they have no reason not to report the information.”
U.S. Birds Negative for Bird Flu.  Several thousand samples taken from migratory birds in Alaska tested negative for high-path avian influenza. A nationwide survey conducted by officials from local, state and federal governments aims to sample between 75,000 and 100,000 wild birds in the United States to catch and contain the spread of AI, should it arrive here. The majority of samples will be taken in Alaska — the flyway for many birds traveling between Asia and the U.S. mainland.
People in the NEWS

Appointed.  The U.S. Senate has confirmed the appointment of Frank Whitney, Raleigh’s U.S. attorney, to the federal bench in Charlotte. Whitney has been U.S. attorney in Raleigh since 2002, a job that made him responsible for suing and prosecuting people in 44 eastern North Carolina counties on behalf of the United States. 
Mark Your Calendar

37th Annual Meeting. The NC Agribusiness Council Annual Meeting will take place on Monday, August 14, 2006 at the North Raleigh Hilton from 4:30 to 9:00 pm. For information about reserving a table for your organization or to purchase individual tickets at $75 per person, please contact the Council at 919-782-4063. Seats are limited and reservations are required.
The Marine Fisheries Commission will meet Tuesday, June 27 at 10 a.m. and on Wednesday, June 28 at 8:30 a.m. at the Holiday Inn Brownstone Hotel, 1707 Hillsborough St., Raleigh. Contact: Nancy Fish, 252-726-7021.
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