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NC Legislative NEWS

No Smoking: It may soon be very difficult to find a place to light up in state government buildings. On Thursday, the House gave final legislative approval to legislation that would prohibit smoking an all buildings owned or leased by state government, including college campuses. The only exception would be students who have already signed contracts to live in dorms where smoking is allowed on seven University of North Carolina campuses. Those dorms would not go smoke-free until the beginning of the 2008-09 academic year, when those contracts expire. "There's a strong feeling that there's a connection between clean air and public health," said state Rep. Jennifer Weiss, D-Wake, one of the bill's two primary sponsors. "The fact that we cover health insurance for state employees, it just makes good sense." The bill passed 110-3 and now heads to Gov. Mike Easley's desk. 

Animal Exhibits: Someone made sick from animals at an exhibition at an agricultural fair would be limited in seeking liability damages in a bill given final legislative approval. The measure would add animal exhibitions to the definition of agritourism activity; as a result, an exhibition operator would be protected from a lawsuit barred if a sign is posted alerting the public to the inherent risks of being around animals. The measure wouldn't prevent a person from seeking damages for negligence or wanton disregard of safety by the exhibitor. The Senate agreed unanimously to the House bill, which now goes to Gov. Easley. 

Continuing Resolution: The General Assembly approved a stopgap spending plan early Friday morning, clearing the way for state government to continue running in the new fiscal year while legislators negotiate a final budget. By a 21-6 vote, the Senate gave its final approval to the "continuing resolution" for the government to keep operating largely at current spending levels. The plan also keeps in place through July 31 a quarter-penny on the sales tax. Gov. Mike Easley is expected to sign the bill into law before Sunday, when the new fiscal year begins, so something will be in place as House and Senate Democrats negotiate details of a final two-year spending plan. 

Energy Bill: Renewable energy and power-saving measures would have to make up 12.5 percent of utility companies' retail sales by 2021 under a bill approved Tuesday by the Senate Agriculture, Environment and Natural Resources Committee. Electric co-ops and municipal power companies would have a 10 percent standard. Utility companies praised the measure -- crafted

during more than a dozen stakeholder meetings -- as a way to guarantee that they will be able to meet growing customer demand while still turning to "greener" power sources.  But environmental groups preferred that the bill not contain language that would allow the power companies to recover the cost of building coal and nuclear power plants by charging customers before those plants come on line. The House may agree, and environmentalist will probably push for its removal when the measure gets to that chamber. 

Campaign NEWS

Staying Put:  U.S. Rep. Brad Miller said Monday that he will not attempt to unseat U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole in 2008, ending several months in which he flirted with the idea. Miller, a Raleigh attorney, had set a July 1 deadline to decide whether to take on Dole. "Obviously, a big part of me wanted to run for the Senate, but I like what I'm doing in the House right now," Miller said. The Democratic Party has had a hard time finding a well-known and well-liked candidate to run against Dole in 08. 
Immigration NEWS

Senate Rejects Immigration Bill:  The US Senate may have dealt the final blow to a bill that would have helped legalize some 12 million illegal immigrants. Lawmakers on Thursday voted 46-53 on the bill, far from the 60 votes needed to move the legislation along, with leading Democrats indicating the legislation will not return to the Senate floor. Proponents viewed the bill as an important boon to the nation's security and economy Opponents generally characterized the bill as amnesty for illegal immigrants.
Business NEWS        
Closing Down:  Philip Morris USA says that a decline in U.S. demand for cigarettes is prompting the company to close its 2,500-employee cigarette plant in Concord in three years.  Most local production will move to the company's Richmond, Va., facility, where many of the Cabarrus County plant's workers would be offered jobs, the company announced Tuesday.  The company plans to refund state and local incentives it received for expanding the plant in Concord. Brendan McCormick, spokesman for the cigarette giant, said details of how and when the $1.06 million -- $313,390 to the city and $750,000 to a state economic development fund – would be returned still have to be worked out.  The company received the money and local tax breaks in exchange for agreeing in 04 to invest $138 million in new equipment at the plant. 

Smithfield Raising Prices:  Smithfield Foods told investors Thursday that it is contending with rising corn costs — the result of surging demand for corn-based ethanol — by raising its prices.  Smithfield Executive Vice President Bo Manly said that the company has raised its prices by nearly 5.5 cents per pound to offset $4-per-bushel corn prices.  Manly also said the Smithfield, Va.-based company plans to up hog production to cut costs, the goal being to produce some 2 million hogs per year.  Additionally, Smithfield aims to increase its profit to 10 cents per pound of meat produced from the 4 cents to 6 cents it currently earns on the 3 billion pounds of processed meat it manufactures domestically.  Smithfield also plans to expand its international business, with emphasis on emerging markets such as Romania, Manly said.

Apex Fire:  Oxygen generators likely caused the rapid spread of a chemical fire that forced the evacuation of thousands of Apex residents last year. That finding moved the U.S. Chemical Safety Board to issue a safety advisory to aircraft maintenance and hazardous waste storage workers. Officials said they're concerned an Alabama company that shipped the unspent devices, which were mislabeled, to EQ Industrial Services in Apex might have also sent them elsewhere.

Tyson Launches Renewable Fuels Joint Venture:  Springdale, Ark.-based Tyson Foods Inc. on Monday announced it will form a joint venture with Tulsa-based synthetic fuels technology company Syntroleum Corp.  The move creates Dynamic Fuels LLC, which will produce synthetic fuels targeting the renewable diesel, jet and military fuel markets.   Tyson, the nation's largest protein processor, will supply feedstock derived from animal fats, greases and vegetable oils for the 50/50 joint venture, which aims to construct and operate multiple stand-alone commercial facilities.  The first facility, expected to start construction in 2008 at a yet-to-be-determined site in the south central United States, will produce about 75 million gallons of synthetic fuel annually using a process patented by Syntroleum, with production to begin in 2010.  Tyson announced a similar partnership with ConocoPhillips to produce renewable diesel. 
Commodity NEWS        
Red Meat and Pork Production Up: Total U.S. commercial red meat production for May was 4.075 billion pounds, up 9 percent from a revised 3.753 billion for April and up about 0.3 percent from 4.064 billion in May 2006, USDA reported.  Year to date commercial red meat production, at 19.548 billion pounds, was up 2 percent from the first five months of 2006.   Beef production during May came out at 2.285 billion pounds, compared to 2.015 billion a month ago and 2.309 billion a year ago. For January to May, commercial beef production was up 2 percent from a year ago at 10.535 billion pounds, with slaughter 3 percent higher at 13.907 million head and the average weight basically unchanged at 1,257 pounds. Commercial pork production in May was 1.762 billion pounds, compared to 1.711 billion last month and 1.726 billion last year. For January to May, pork production was 8.869 billion pounds, 2 percent higher than a year ago, and slaughter was up 3 percent at 43.912 million head, but the average weight was down two pounds at 270 pounds per pig.

Web Site Defends Meat Companies:   The American Meat Institute has launched www.TheMarketWorks.org, a Web site that details AMI's opposition to legislative efforts to ban meat companies' ability to own or contract for livestock.  According to the site, a number of bills have been introduced in Congress that would force divestiture of livestock by meat companies who own part or all of their livestock supplies; prohibit marketing agreements between packers and processors; require that a certain percent of livestock be acquired on the spot market; and create a special prosecutor at USDA to look even more closely at these issues. Some groups and lawmakers are arguing for a "competition title" in the pending 2007 Farm Bill that would package these bills together.  "Legislative efforts to place restrictions on the marketing of livestock and meat will dismantle the progress that has created the most abundant and affordable meat supply anywhere in the world," said AMI President J. Patrick Boyle.  
Scientists Developing Feed Pellets From Ethanol Byproduct:  Using dried distiller's grains derived from corn-based ethanol production, scientists at USDA's Agriculture Research Service have created DDGS pellets at a commercial feed mill.  Though swine and poultry can consume feed that includes DDGS, the primary market for the product is cattle feed.  Scientists worked to pelletize the product to ease product deterioration issues in non-pelletized DDGS, which can occur during shipping and storage.  ARS says there are currently no commercially available DDGS pellets for livestock.

Fight Against Bird Flu Progresses:  The global response to highly pathogenic avian influenza has significantly improved over the past three years, but Egypt, Indonesia and Nigeria remain areas of concern, the U.N.'s Food and Agriculture Organization told scientists gathered in Rome for a three-day conference.  "In the 15 or so countries in Asia, Eastern Europe and the Middle East, where the H5N1 virus was introduced during the past six months, it was rapidly detected and eliminated or controlled," Joseph Domenech, chief veterinary officer of the FAO, said at a news conference.   A potential human influenza pandemic cannot be ruled out as long as the virus continues to exist in poultry, he said, calling for intensified monitoring, particularly in countries that are using poultry vaccines. Bird flu has killed almost 200 people worldwide since 2003.
People in the NEWS

Poultry & Egg Export Council Elects Chairman:  The USA Poultry & Egg Export Council elected Mark Blanchard, executive vice president of New Orleans-based warehousing and cold storage company NOCS, as its chairman of the board..  
New Job: Norris Tolson is stepping down from his post as North Carolina secretary of revenue to take over as director of the North Carolina Biotechnology Center. Tolson, a former state legislator, has been serving as interim director of the state-supported, nonprofit biotech booster organization following the departure of Leslie Alexandre, who stepped down in March. He will officially start in his permanent role as director July 2.

McAllister Hearing: The State Board of Elections ordered Rep. Mary McAllister to pay $12,699 for improperly reimbursing herself from her campaign account. McAllister, D-Cumberland, told board members repeatedly during a three-hour hearing that she had never intentionally or knowingly attempted to personally profit from her campaign money. "We're prepared to pay back anything we need to pay," McAllister said.  Unlike recent elections hearings involving former House Speaker Jim Black and Rep. Thomas Wright, D-New Hanover, the board did not refer any of its findings to state prosecutors for any possible criminal wrongdoing.
USDA News

South Korea to Audit U.S. Beef Industry: South Korean quarantine experts plan to audit the U.S. meat industry ahead of revising restrictions on imports of U.S. beef. A pair of four-member teams will inspect cattle ranches, processing plants and animal feed companies, as well as examine export procedures starting Saturday and ending July 8. Attention will be paid to areas such as removing specified risk materials, and the ability to track animals and meat. The visit is part of Korea's eight-point risk analysis checklist that must be completed before it revises its import sanitary and phytosanitary standards. The announcement of the inspection tour comes a day after Washington and Seoul wrapped up final revisions to a free-trade agreement, which the respective presidents are expected to sign on Saturday. Lawmakers vowed to stymie the deal unless Seoul fully reopens its market to U.S. beef.

FSIS Issues New Instructions for Certifying Beef Exports to South Korea: USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service issued new instructions for certifying beef exports to South Korea that are effective immediately.   Notice 39-07, "Certifying Beef Exports to Korea," states that FSIS personnel are only to certify beef exports to South Korea from locations that have already been approved by the Agricultural Marketing Service. The new instructions are in addition to those set out in FSIS's Directives and Notices on exports.
Mark Your Calendar

AgForum with Hayes – NC Agribusiness Council members are invited to attend an Agribusiness Forum with Congressman Robin Hayes on August 9  at 11:30am at Cypress Bend Vineyards, in Wagram, NC.  RSVP is required – seats are limited. Contact the Council at 919-782-4063 for ticket information.

AgLeaders Annual Meeting –Plan to attend the AgLeaders Annual Meeting of the  Agribusiness Council on Monday, August 20 at the North Raleigh Hilton. 
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