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Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

June 4, 2007
NC Legislative NEWS

Negotiations Ahead: The House and Senate will likely spend much of the next month hashing out the differences in their respective budget plans. Legislators will be working hard to get a completed spending plan to Gov. Mike Easley before the new fiscal year begins July 1. But that may be a hard deadline to meet. The two chambers are $300 million apart on taxes, more than $700 million apart on debt and almost $70 million apart on funding for the state's university

system. And lawmakers can be sure that Easley also will have something to say about those and other numbers in the roughly $20 billion budget.


Raw Milk: The Senate has approved a bill that would allow the sale of raw, unpasteurized milk, causing some state officials to warn that the bill poses serious health risks to the public. Current state law allows farmers and other people who own cows to drink raw milk, but not sell it. Under the bill sponsored by Sen. Kay Hagan, D-Guilford, and approved by the Senate last week, that would change. Hagan's bill would allow consumers to enter contracts with farmers to buy a "share" of their cows and get raw milk from them. It would still be illegal to sell it commercially. Supporters of the bill say pasteurization -- which involves quickly heating the milk to very high temperatures -- kills some of milk's natural health benefits and affects the taste. But health experts have expressed concerns about the bill, noting that pasteurization is the only way to kill organisms that can live in raw milk and cause serious illness or death. The bill now goes to the House. 
Campaign NEWS
2008 Target: U.S. Rep. Brad Miller, still weighing a possible run for the U.S. Senate, said Friday that GOP U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole is vulnerable and will be one of the Democratic party's top targets in 2008. Miller, who has struggled to decide whether to take on Dole, said Democratic leaders have assured him that Dole will be one of 10 targeted Senate seats in the upcoming election. Miller, a third-term North Carolina Democrat, also said a U.S. Senate seat would allow him to be more involved in more issues facing Congress.
 Despite a difficult year for Republicans, Dole still has the support of 52 percent of North Carolina voters, according to an Elon University poll conducted last month. 

Under Consideration: Charlotte Mayor Pat McCrory has confirmed on a political blog that he is weighing his options for 2008, including a run for governor. Of course, he said, he's not ruling out anything else – including a run for a record seventh term as mayor this year. "I'm not closing the door on any opportunity in '08," McCrory said Thursday. 
Washington NEWS

‘Natural' Debate:  Two congressmen are calling on USDA to reform its labeling requirements for "all natural" chicken products. In a letter to USDA, Rep. Chip Pickering (R-Miss.) and Rep. Dennis Cardoza (D-Calif.), who is also chairman of the House Agriculture Committee's Subcommittee on Horticulture and Organic agriculture, requested that USDA prohibit the "natural" label on any fresh chicken that has been pumped and also that "solution statements" be more prominently displayed so consumers can more readily see injected ingredients.  "Consumers are being cheated in their wallets and their health," Pickering said in a news conference. "They are buying chicken by weight that has been injected with 15 percent sodium water. And they are buying chicken as a health-conscious decision, but getting 800 percent more sodium per serving than truly natural chicken."  Several poultry processors also recently announced a coalition aimed to get USDA to tighten the use of the word "natural" in poultry. 
Environmental NEWS

Disaster Designation: Federal officials have granted a disaster designation to 47 North Carolina counties affected by the Easter weekend freeze that caused about $100 million in agricultural damage. The disaster declaration announced Friday means farmers qualify for low-interest loans. "This is welcome news so those farmers who depend on fruit and vegetable crops, particularly apples and peaches, can start working on how they can recover some of their losses," Gov. Mike Easley said of the declaration. 

Drought Update: More than three quarters of North Carolina is suffering from drought, with counties in the western part of the state facing the worst conditions, according to climate figures released Thursday. According to the U.S. Drought Monitor, drought conditions are the worst in the state's seven westernmost counties -- Cherokee, Clay, Graham, Haywood, Jackson, Macon and Swain. All counties west of Interstate 26 face severe drought conditions, the report said. State climatologist Ryan Boyles said North Carolina is facing its worst conditions since 2002, which could leave the state vulnerable to worsening conditions as the summer approaches. "It has been creeping up on us slowly for the past several weeks," Boyles said. "Now we're starting to see impacts on our agriculture and water management." Local governments across the state are urging -- and in some cases mandating -- residents to conserve water. On Thursday, Gov. Mike Easley expanded his water conservation directive to state agencies to include 17 counties, five more than the 12 he named previously. Easley directed state agencies in those counties stop all nonessential water use. 
Business NEWS        
Smithfield Lowers 4Q Earnings Guidance:  Smithfield Foods Inc. late Tuesday said it expects fiscal fourth-quarter earnings to fall short of Wall Street expectations due to rising hog-production costs and losses in its cattle-feeding business.  The Smithfield, Va.-based processor estimated earnings between 30 and 35 cents per share, while analysts expected 44 cents per share, according to a Thomson Financial poll. Smithfield will report its fourth-quarter results June 7.  Shares of Smithfield were $31.12, down $1.63, in early trading Wednesday on the New York Stock Exchange. 

Rate Increase: Duke Energy Corp. plans to ask the state Utilities Commission next month for a rate increase that would add $7.20 to the average homeowner's monthly power bill. The Charlotte-based company hasn't increased its base rate since 1991, and state regulators froze the rate for the past five years. However, electricity costs to customers during that period have still been subject to annual fuel adjustments, which account for changes in the cost of fuel and can cause costs to rise. Such adjustments are treated separately from base rates. An increase, if approved by the state Utilities Commission, would take effect Jan. 1. Residential customer bills would increase about 6.8 percent. Industrial customers would see rates increase by 2 percent or less. Duke, which has 1.8 million customers in North Carolina, cited the cost of adding new customers in the growing Charlotte region as the reason for the proposed rate hike. Since 1990, Duke said it has invested more than $9 billion in power plants and equipment. 
Progress Plan: Progress Energy said Wednesday that it would delay building a new reactor at the Shearon Harris nuclear plant in Wake County by at least two years, announcing that it will instead take on growing energy demand by emphasizing efficiency and conservation over building new power plants. Progress will develop an energy efficiency program to offset 2,000 megawatts of electricity, equivalent to several power plants. At the same time, the company vowed not to propose any new coal-burning power plants for two years.
Commodity NEWS        
Tobacco Marketing:  The Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids, a Washington advocacy group, claims that tobacco companies spent $569 million on marketing in North Carolina in 2005. The campaign said it calculated its numbers by comparing national marketing data provided in a recent Federal Trade Commission report and multiplying it by the percentage of U.S. cigarette sales done in the Tar Heel state.  The group is using these numbers to urge Congress to pass legislation granting the FDA authority to regulate tobacco products. Congress has pending legislation that would grant the U.S. Food & Drug Administration authority over tobacco products. 

Chicken Star Attraction in Summer Flyers:  According to Dow Jones, chicken looks to be the starring protein in the advertising run up to Independence Day, as retail grocers look to increase the protein's presence as a featured product in any given week.  Beef will likewise get marquee treatment in the front pages of weekly newspaper supplements, though it remains to be seen whether advertised prices will be as attractive to consumers.  Pork is expected to reprise its secondary role to either beef or chicken in weekly advertisements, though it will still be easy for shoppers to spot.  A survey performed by Urner Barry's Yellow Sheet showed that retail grocers weren't impressed by meat sales over the Memorial Day holiday weekend. Of those who responded to the survey, only 17.39 percent indicated chicken sales exceeded expectations. Roughly the same percentage indicated pork sales surpassed expectations, while 20 percent reported better-than-expected sales for beef.

More Turkey on Chain Menus:  Mentions of turkey on chain restaurant menus have increased by 20 percent over the past seven years, a new survey by Food Beat Inc. shows. According to the report produced by the Wheaton, Ill.-based research firm, 52 percent of the top 200 chains included at least one turkey mention on the menu.  What's more, the survey showed that turkey mentions in the quick-service arena grew 13 percent in the second half of 2006 over the same period a year earlier. Turkey also saw an 11-percent growth rate in family dining chains.

People in the NEWS

National Pork Board Appointments: Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns on Wednesday announced five appointments to the 15-member National Pork Board. Each appointee will serve three-year terms. The appointees are: Henry E. Moore, Clinton, N.C; Tim A. Bierman, Larrabee, Iowa;.G. Steven Weaver, Elk Grove, Calif.; Bruce A. Samson, Three Forks, Mont.; and Everett L. Forkner, Richards, Mo. 
Levinson Job: State Court of Appeals Judge Eric Levinson announced Tuesday that he is stepping down to become the senior U.S. Justice Department official in Iraq. Levinson will consult with Iraq's senior judges, the U.S. ambassador and federal agencies, he said. He'll also train police officers, investigators, prosecutors and judges. Levinson, a Republican, won a seat on the N.C. Court of Appeals in 2002 after being a state prosecutor and Cabarrus and Rowan counties and a judge in Mecklenburg District Court. Gov. Mike Easley will appoint a replacement for Levinson on the 15-member court. 
USDA News

FDA Recalls Feed Made With Tainted Binders: In the latest twist of a saga that began unraveling in March, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration says a pair of companies is voluntarily recalling melamine-tainted ingredients used in livestock and fish feed. Unlike recent recalls involving pet food, this particular case involves companies operating in the United States: the Canadian-based Tembec BTLSR, which operates a chemical plant in Toledo, Ohio, and Johnstown, and Colo.-based Uniscope.  The recall involves finished feed made with binding agents called Aquabond and Aqua-Tec II, both used in fish feed, as well as a product named Xtra-Bond, which is used in livestock feed. Tembec manufactures the Aquabond and Aquatec products at its Toledo facility, and distributes them overseas for Uniscope. Tembec also supplies Uniscope with ingredients used to make Xtra-Bond.  FDA food-safety czar Dr. Davis Acheson told reporters Wednesday that the three binding agents are used to make pelleted feed for cattle, sheep, goats, or fish and shrimp. Tembec allegedly added the melamine to enhance binding. Uniscope, on heightened alert after numerous melamine-related recalls, tested product and reported its discovery to FDA.  

FSIS Seeks Comments on Melamine Investigation: A Federal Register document from the Food Safety and Inspection Service details the decision-making process that FSIS followed related to pet food scraps fed to swine and poultry that contained melamine and melamine-related compounds. This document provides the public an opportunity to comment on those FSIS decisions. See www.fsis.usda.gov/OPPDE/rdad/FRPubs/2007-0018.pdf  for a copy. Comments to the Federal Register associated with the FSIS issuance must be received by Aug. 28, 2007. Comments may be submitted at www.regulations.gov/fdmspublic/component/main.   
Mark Your Calendar

AgDay at General Assembly – NC Agribusiness Council members are invited to attend AgDay at the NC General Assembly on Tuesday, June 5 at 9:00 am for an update on legislative activity from various legislative leaders as well as Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler, followed by scheduled legislative visits and a luncheon on Halifax Mall outside the General Assembly at 11:30am.  RSVP is required – seats are limited. Contact the Council at 919-782-4063. Dole Foods and NC Growers Association are helping host AgDay 2007 at the NC General Assembly
The Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) Southeast Regional Advisory Committee will meet on Tuesday, June 5 at 6 p.m., DENR Regional Office, Wilmington. Contact: Rich Carpenter, 910-796-7215.
The Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) Inland Regional Advisory Committee will meet on Wednesday, June 6 at 6 p.m., Ground Floor Hearing Room, Archdale Building, Raleigh. Contact: Randy Gregory, 252-808-8078.
The Marine Fisheries Commission Northeast Advisory Committee will meet on Thursday, June 7 at 6:30 a.m., Commission Chambers, Dare County Commission Building, 204 Ananias St., Manteo. Contact: Sara Winslow, 252-264-3911. 
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