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This week’s issue of the AgNews Update is sponsored by The NC Growers Association (NCGA), which is a non-profit cooperative that consists of approximately 750 North Carolina grower-members who grow a wide variety of diversified crops from flowers, turfgrass, and Christmas trees to tobacco, cucumbers and sweet potatoes.  NCGA provides its members a labor force via the H-2a program, which is the legal guestworker program, authorized by the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986. H-2a enables farmers to secure a legal and adequate labor force that is available and capable of assisting with the seasonal/temporary manual labor associated with some agricultural crops. In order to utilize the H-2a program, growers must first engage in independent positive recruitment of US workers through word of mouth with other growers and by placing ads in newspapers and on the radio, as well as soliciting the return of any former, qualified workers. North Carolina has employed the largest number of H-2a workers in the U.S. for the last 10 years, with over 7,000 workers in 2007. However, H-2a accounts for less than 5% of the seasonal/temporary workforce in NC due to excessive expenses associated with the program, which growers are unable to recoup. The H-2a program is also too litigious for many growers due the targeting of H-2a growers by legal and worker activists who are philosophically opposed to the H-2a program.  Opponents of the H-2a program disagree with the program because it provides no pathway to US citizenship; the H-2a visa does not allow H-2a guestworkers to work outside of agriculture, and H-2a growers must ensure that their guestworkers return back to their country of origin when the seasonal/temporary agricultural work on the time-limited H-2a visa is complete.
Washington NEWS
Health Reform Bill Passes Health Committee With Hagan Amendment to Protect Small Farms:  U.S. Senator Kay R. Hagan (D-NC) voted for the Affordable Health Choices Act, the health care reform legislation which passed the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pension (HELP) Committee. The HELP Committee unanimously passed a Hagan amendment that excludes seasonal workers from the definition of “employees”.  The bill states that employers with more than 25 employees who do not provide health insurance are subject to penalties – $750 for each full-time worker and $375 for each part-time worker. Under the original bill, an employer would have been subject to the penalties for an entire year if they exceeded the 25 employee threshold for even a day. . The Hagan amendment removes these penalties for small family farms that hire seasonal workers for less than 120 days.   “Small family farms often only need help for short periods of time - sometimes as few as two or three weeks a year,” said Hagan. “The average small farmer employs about 40 seasonal workers, bringing them temporarily over the employee limits in this bill.”  Excluding seasonal workers from the employee count ensures that small growers are eligible for small business tax credits, which helps cover insurance costs.  Under the bill, all workers, including seasonal farm workers who do not have access to health insurance through their employer, will be able to obtain affordable coverage through the Community Health Insurance Coverage Option, or through private coverage. Critics of the amendment accuse Hagan of not protecting farmworkers who are at risk for a myriad of job-related health issues and injuries.  Currently, farmers can cover their seasonal workers’ who do need health care as a result of their work, with workers’ compensation insurance, which is much less expensive that health insurance..

Chairman Wants No New Feds on the Farm:  The House Agriculture Committee chairman threatened Thursday to slow the progress of a food safety bill until the concerns of farm groups are addressed. Minnesota Democrat Collin C. Peterson said he is worried that the bill would allow the FDA to regulate farm activities. Unless his concerns are met, Peterson said he may hold a markup on the bill and report it out unfavorably.  Peterson is responding to agriculture groups that say a broad food safety overhaul would impose burdensome regulations on certain food producers, especially smaller family-owned farm operations.  Representatives of the American Meat Institute, National Cattlemen’s Beef Association, the National Farmers Union and other groups told Peterson’s panel they have concerns about user fees, food safety plans, recalls and record-keeping policies outlined in the legislation. A spokesman for the bill’s sponsor, Michigan Democrat John D. Dingell , said the FDA already has food safety oversight responsibilities on farms and that the bill would not alter the respective roles that the FDA and Agriculture Department plan in the food safety system.  The bill in its current form would strengthen requirements for tracing food borne illnesses and allow the FDA to impose civil penalties for the first time. It also would allow the FDA to implement mandatory food quarantines and increase the frequency of inspections at certain food facilities depending on the level of risk. 
Proposed Legislation Aims to Curb Corn-Based Ethanol Production:  Reps. Joseph Crowley (D-N.Y.) and Mary Bono Mack (R-Calif.) on Tuesday introduced a bill that proponents say would protect food consumers by controlling volatile commodity markets and ensuring that users of feed grains compete on a level playing field.   The Affordable Food and Fuel for America Act, according to the Coalition for Balanced Food and Fuel, would gradually phase out government support for corn-based ethanol over a five-year period and push commercial development of second-generation biofuels.  The meat, livestock and poultry organizations said the bill "would permit badly needed adjustments in corn-based ethanol mandates required by law. It represents an important step in weaning ethanol from its reliance on government protections to be commercially viable and compete with other commodities that rely on corn as their major input."
Legislative NEWS 
Recreation Tax:  The golf industry is organizing against a proposed tax on "recreation and entertainment" in the state. In budget talks at the legislature, the Senate has been pushing to restructure the state's tax system by broadening the sales tax base to include services. Among the services that would be taxed are activities such as golf, rafting trips and amusement park admissions. "Our goal all along has been to restructure the tax system," said Sen. Dan Clodfelter, D-Mecklenburg. "If we spread the tax rate out, we can lower it for everybody." Gov. Beverly Perdue included the recreation tax in the $1.6 billion menu of options she gave Senate and House leaders last week. Democratic leaders say these taxes are necessary to prevent deep cuts in education, health care and other services.  The proposal would apply to the cost of a round of golf, which tends to run from $20 to more than $100, depending on the course. Industry representatives fear that a proposed tax on greens fees could drive business away from one of the state's most important industries, especially at a time when people are slicing their personal budgets.  The golf industry has a $5.3 billion impact on the state annually, and about 70,000 people are in jobs related to the sport, according to a 2007 study funded by golf course owners.
Immigration NEWS

Immigration Amendments:  The U.S. Senate considered numerous amendments to the DHS Appropriations bill, H.R. 2898 - including four immigration-related amendments that were passed.  The DHS appropriations bill was passed by the Senate on July 9 and will now go to a Conference Committee comprised of members of both the House and the Senate so that the differences between the House and Senate versions of the bill can be ironed out.  They are: the Sessions amendment to permanently reauthorize E-Verify and mandate its use by all government contractors and subcontractors; The DeMint amendment to force DHS to complete the 700 miles of border fencing which has already been approved and funded; the Vitter amendment to force the Social Security Administration to continue their "No-Match" program (DHS Sec. Napolitano recently ended the program); and the Grassley amendment to allow all businesses that use E-Verify to run all of their current employees through the E-Verify system.  These amendments could still be stripped from the bill during the Conference Committee. Senator Kay Hagan supported the Sessions amendment.   
Business NEWS

ConAgra to Resume Operations at N.C. Plant in July: ConAgra Foods will resume operations later this month at the company's Garner, N.C., plant, where three workers were killed and dozens more were injured in an explosion last month.  Investigators are still searching for an exact cause of the explosion.
Commodity NEWS

Hog Farm Task Force:  Environmental activists, led by several riverkeeper groups, are urging Gov. Beverly Perdue to form a task force to look at health and environmental health effects of big hog farms. The activists claim that pollution associated with large-scale hog farming hasn't gone away, because the state still hasn't required alternatives to open-air lagoons to treat waste. 
FDA Supports Ban on Certain Antibiotics in Livestock:  The FDA said it wants to ban certain uses of antibiotics in U.S. livestock in order to prevent the development of harmful bacteria in humans.  Joshua Sharfstein, FDA's principal deputy commissioner of food and drugs, testified to the House Rule Committee on Monday that his agency supports banning the use of antibiotics in healthy livestock to promote growth and feed efficiency.  He also reportedly said farmers should be supervised by a veterinarian when administering drugs to their animals, meaning over-the-counter sales of antibiotics for veterinary use would end.  Sharfstein noted the agency doesn't currently oppose the use of ionophores.  He entered testimony at a hearing on H.R. 1549, a bill sponsored by House Rules Chairwoman Louise Slaughter (D-N.Y.). The bill generally would eliminate the use of "non-therapeutic" antimicrobials in food-producing animals unless they can be proven to pose no danger to human health.  These "non-therapeutic" uses are defined in the bill as "any use of the [critical antimicrobial animal drug] as a feed or water additive for an animal in the absence of any clinical sign of disease in the animal for growth promotion, feed efficiency, weight gain, routine disease prevention or other routine purpose."

USDA NEWS

$760 Million Available in Direct Loans to Farmers and Producers:  Ag Secretary Tom Vilsack announced that $760 million from the Supplemental Appropriations Act is available for approved but previously unfunded USDA direct farm ownership and operating loans throughout the country.  USDA has already provided $400 million to state offices for direct operating loans. These funds will clear a $150 million backlog of loans, which had already been approved for 2,200 family farmers. It will also provide additional funds for new loan applications. USDA has made the remaining $360 million available for direct farm ownership loans to be distributed directly by USDA's Farm Service Agency (FSA). There are currently 1,800 family farmers with approved but unfunded loans for $322 million. For more information, visit www.fsa.usda.gov.
USDA Announces Purchase of up to $14.7 Million of Cultivated Blueberry Products:  Ag Secretary Tom Vilsack today announced USDA's intention to purchase up to $14.7 million worth of cultivated blueberry products for federal nutrition assistance programs. For more info on purchase details, interested suppliers should contact the contracting officer, who can be found at www.ams.usda.gov .
Mark Your Calendar

The NC Agribusiness Council  AgLeaders Banquet will be held at the North Raleigh Hilton on Monday, August 24, 2008 and will include a reception and elegant dinner. Invited guest speakers include U.S. Senator Richard Burr and U.S. Senator Kay Hagan as well as Governor Beverly Perdue and Lt. Governor Walter Dalton.  Various sponsorships range from $250 to $15,000. Individual tickets are $150.  Seats are limited. 
State Farmers Market Peach Day will be held Thursday, July 23 from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. The celebration of North Carolina’s peach industry will feature free peach and peach ice cream samples, a visit from the N.C. Peach Queen and recipes to take home. In addition, a peach dessert contest will be held for children and adults who have already perfected their favorite peach recipes.  For complete recipe contests rules, information about N.C. peaches and other peach celebrations across the state, go to www.ncpeach.com.
The election of pork producer delegate candidates for the 2010 National Pork Producers (Pork Act) Delegate Body will take place at 9:00 a.m., Monday, July 27, 2009, prior to the National Pork Board Regional Strategic Vision Meeting at Sampson Community College (Room 144, Occupational Building) in Clinton.  Any producer, who is a resident of the state and has paid all assessments due, may be considered as a delegate candidate and/or participate in the election.  All eligible producers are encouraged to bring with them a sales receipt proving that hogs were sold in their name and the checkoff deducted. For more information, contact the NC Pork Council, 2300 Rexwoods Drive, Suite 340, Raleigh, NC 27607, telephone:  919-781-0361.
Mid-Atlantic Grass-Fed Beef Conference, “Making Sense of Grass-Fed Beef” to be held August 11-12, 2009 at Sheraton Imperial RTP. A pre-conference tour of grass-fed and locally finished beef producers, Triple B Farms, Rogers Cattle Company, and Baldwin Beef, will kick-off conference activities on August 11th. Pre-registration for the tour is required as space is limited.  Pre-registration is required for the pre-conference tour (cost $25). Pre-registration ($100) for the remainder of the conference including the dinner and producer panel followed by the kick-off breakfast, day-long educational sessions and keynote luncheon is preferred. On-site registration is allowed although pre-registration offers significant savings to attendees. If you have additional questions or need pre-registration information please contact Sandy Maddox at 919-658-7682 or smaddox@moc.edu or visit our website at www.mocagbiz.com.
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