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Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

July 17, 2006
NC Legislative NEWS

Campaign Funds. Legislation approved Thursday would prevent candidates from converting campaign donations to personal use and require more disclosure from 527 groups about their donors. The House voted 111-2 to agree with Senate changes restricting candidate or campaign committee spending to seven specific areas. They include expenses related to running for and holding public office, charity, and penalties for election law violations. Later, the House approved tighter reporting requirements for 527 groups, requiring spending on a 527 group's mailed materials to be reported if mail is sent to 2,500 or more addresses in a legislative race, down from the current 5,000 addresses. And the groups wouldn't be able to avoid reporting by arguing they sent different batches of mail.

Minimum Wage. Gov. Mike Easley has signed into law a $1-per-hour minimum wage increase. Starting Jan. 1, the minimum wage will be $6.15, and could affect about 140,000 people.
Tobacco Watch. A recent report from the U.S. surgeon general on the dangers of secondhand smoke could strengthen anti-smoking efforts.  Smoke-Free Mecklenburg says they will push a bill next session that would allow local governments in Mecklenburg County to ban smoking in all workplaces, even bars and restaurants. That goal has the support of N.C. State Health Director Leah Devlin, who has called for a smoking ban in all workplaces.  North Carolina law bans smoking in buildings such as hospitals and libraries, but not in all workplaces. The state also prohibits local governments from passing smoking regulations that surpass the state laws. Smoke-Free Mecklenburg hopes to change that restriction. 

Washington NEWS

Farm Subsidy Costs Will Be Down $4 Billion.  U.S. farm subsidies will cost roughly 20 percent less than originally forecast for fiscal 2007 thanks to an upturn in grain and soybean prices.  Higher market prices would save $4.2 billion on farm subsidy outlays, which have been running at $20 billion a year.  This change was driven by revised crop forecasts, which raised price projections for a few crops.  When crop prices increase, payments to farmers for price and income support programs decline.

New Farm Bill May Extend Current Crop Supports.  When Congress overhauls farm subsidies next year, it could extend all or part of the current system of crop supports that is widely popular in farm country. Congress is going to write a farm bill in 2007 but the new legislation could renew all or part of current law.  Budget constraints probably will affect the 2007 bill, and it is expected that Congress will try to produce a bill that complies with world trade rules.

Campaign NEWS
Primary Dispute. After refusing to affirm an 11-vote victory for a House Republican primary challenger, the State Board of Elections agreed to hold more hearings in Lenoir County next month to investigate possible voting irregularities. The Lenoir County elections board in May ordered a new election in the race between Rep. Stephen LaRoque, R-Lenoir, and Willie Ray Starling. Starling edged LaRoque 913-902 in the May 2 primary in a district that covers Greene County and parts of Lenoir and Wayne counties. After hearing nearly two hours of arguments, the state board voted 3-2 to reject a motion to certify Starling as the winner. The board will travel to Kinston Aug. 7-8 to hear more testimony before making a decision. The county board called for a new primary after LaRoque presented nearly 20 affidavits in which some voters cast ballots without the 10th District primary listed or weren't asked whether they wanted to vote in a partisan race.

Cooper Out. Attorney General Roy Cooper will not run for governor in 2008, instead telling supporters that he plans to seek another term in his current office. On Monday, the two-term attorney general sent a letter to supporters saying that he enjoyed the challenges of his current job and looked forward to another term. 

Environmental NEWS

Offshore Drilling. A bill that would allow offshore drilling passed the U.S. House last week and a similar measure is in the U.S. Senate. The House measure would give some control to states and includes financial returns to those that allow drilling within 100 miles of shore. Two decades ago, when oil companies sought drilling leases on the Outer Continental Shelf, locals came out strongly against them. The last of the companies abandoned their leases in 2000. The bill approved last week would require companies drilling within 100 miles of a state to first receive state approval to drill. 

Republicans Aim to Block EPA Regulations on Manure.  Farm groups have picked up their lobbying efforts to exempt animal manure from some Environmental Protection Agency regulation, and Republican lawmakers are looking for an available legislative vehicle.  Sens. Pete Domenici and Larry Craig are interested in introducing legislation stating that manure should not be classified as a hazardous substance under either the Superfund waste cleanup law or EPA toxic reporting requirements.  Craig tried to introduce language last year during conference talks on the fiscal 2006 agriculture spending bill, and won party-line approval among Senate conferees.  House conferees balked after Sen. Dianne Feinstein threatened to block the legislation if the language were added. There has been a major lobbying effort since to gain co-sponsors for a House bill introduced last November by Rep. Ralph Hall of Texas.  The bill has gained 172 co-sponsors, but has seen no action. 

Business NEWS        
Wine Co-Op Closing.  A winemaking cooperative founded five years ago will sell its winery to avoid foreclosure.  The Old North State Winegrowers Cooperative folded and about 50 members gave up their investments because of competition from out-of-state and foreign wineries as well as a drop in grape prices.  The cooperative opened a winery in downtown Mount Airy in 2003 to attract tourists and provide a market for small vineyards.  North Carolina has 55 wineries and about 400 commercial grape growers. 
More Ethanol Plants Coming.  A Raleigh company planning to build a $150 million ethanol production plant in rural Eastern North Carolina announced Wednesday that it wants to build as many as 20 more facilities on the East Coast.  Agri-Ethanol said it has lined up an investor that can help foot the bill. The company has finalized a financing agreement with “a substantial, international company of worldwide acclaim," said chief executive Dave Brady. The company received $3 million in state funding for its previously announced plant, which is expected to open next year in Aurora, a Beaufort County town about 50 miles southeast of Greenville. The plant is projected to employ about 74 workers. Construction is scheduled to start in early September.

Commodity NEWS        
Dry Spell Raises Corn Fears.  The specter of widespread drought is beginning to haunt Midwestern farmers.  Rain has fallen in dribs and drabs across much of the Corn Belt over the past month, providing too little moisture for crops to thrive in the peak of summer, and raising worries about hotter, drier weather on the way.  Corn prices rose to a two-year high at the Chicago Board of Trade Monday, as speculators bet that unfavorable conditions will prevail in key Midwest growing areas for the rest of July. A prolonged streak of withering sunshine unbroken by rain could spell disaster for farmers and opportunity for traders who have bid up corn prices 28 percent so far this year.

U.S. Demand for Chicken Remains Strong. The poultry industry says the U.S. demand for chicken has remained strong despite a lagging export market in countries where bird flu has been reported. The public is very well aware of bird flu, but there’s really been no measurable impact on demand for chicken in the United States.   Overseas exports, on the other hand, took a major hit in the fall as people in Turkey, Romania, Ukraine and other countries with confirmed cases of bird flu became averse to chicken altogether. 

Brazil’s Beef Breaks Record.  Brazil's fresh beef exports broke another record in the first half of 2006 at 788,375 metric tons, 1.33 percent more than the first half of 2005. Export value over the six-month period hit $1.3 billion, 12.3 percent more than the same period last year. Brazil is the world's leading beef producer and exporter, shipping roughly 25 percent of its domestic production. 
More Tobacco Farmed.  North Carolina farmers are forecast to grow 22 percent more acres of tobacco in 2006 than in 2005, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The USDA said in a recent report that it expects 154,000 acres of tobacco - nearly all of it flue-cured tobacco - will be harvested this year, compared with 126,000 acres in 2005.  Arnold Hamm, the chief executive of the Flue-Cured Tobacco Cooperative Stabilization Corp., based in Raleigh, said that the increase could be because buyers last year may have held off to see how the tobacco buyout would affect farming.  

People in the NEWS

Sue Gray has joined the NC Horse Council as Executive Director. She comes to the Council with an extensive equine background, including owning a horse farm in Durham NC,  as well as impressive managerial experience from UNC-Chapel Hill where she was director of Student Health Services. 
Lewis Ebert has been named the next president and CEO of the North Carolina Citizens for Business & Industry (NCCBI), the state affiliate of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and National Association of Manufacturers. Ebert, currently the head of The Kansas Chamber, officially begins the job Aug. 21. Prior to his three and a half years with the Kansas Chamber, Ebert spent 23 years with the Pennsylvania Chamber of Business and Industry. 

Appointments. Gov. Mike Easley announced the following appointment last week: Steve McKeand, Raleigh, to the North Carolina State Board of Registration for Foresters. McKeand is a professor of forestry and environmental resources at N.C. State University.

USDA News

Brazil for Meeting on Changing Cotton Program.   In a possible attempt to gain leverage in the Doha round of trade negotiations, the Brazilian government has “summoned” the U.S. to a meeting on how the U.S. cotton program will be changed to comply with the World Trade Organization legal case that Brazil won last year.  It is Brazil’s right under WTO rules to ask for the meeting, and the U.S. must agree to it.   A U.S.-Brazil meeting on cotton will take place before a possible meeting of trade ministers at the end of July in Geneva.

Corn, Wheat Prices at 10-Year Highs.  The USDA’s forecast sets this year’s corn and wheat crops at the highest farm-gate prices in 10 years thanks to surging demand for corn-based ethanol and a drought-shortened wheat harvest.  Season-average prices are $3.70 to $4.30 a bushel for wheat and $2.25 to $2.65 for corn, the Department said in its monthly crop report.  The last time prices were that high was 1996.  Soybean prices were projected to average $5.50 a bushel, down 10 cents from last month’s estimate.

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 in Raleigh, NC, from 4:30 to 9:00 pm. The meeting this year will include a NC Supreme Court Candidates Forum as well as the announcement of the 2006 Agribusiness of the Year Award. 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 Northeast Advisory Committee will meet Thursday, July 20th at 7 p.m., Festival Park, One Festival Park in Manteo. Contact: Kelly Mullen, 252-726-7021.
The Marine Fisheries Commission Habitat and Water Quality Committee will meet on Monday, July 24th at 1 p.m., North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources Washington Regional Office, 943 Washington Square Mall, Washington. Contact: Mike Street, 252-726-7021.

The Department of Environment and Natural Resources will hold a public hearing on Monday, July 24th at 2 p.m. on proposed rules to establish surface water quality standards for North Carolina, Mooresville Public Library, 304 S. Main St., Mooresville. Contact: Connie Brower, 715-5637.

The Food Safety and Inspection Service will hold a public meeting on Tuesday, July 25th from 1 p.m. to 4 p.m. to present and receive comments on a new risk assessment concerning the nation's bovine spongiform encephalopathy situation.  The meeting will be held at Jefferson Auditorium of USDA's South Building, 1400 Independence Ave. SW, in Washington from 1 p.m to 4 p.m.   To pre-register, contact Diane Jones at (202) 720-9692 or Diane.Jones@fsis.usda.gov.
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