 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

July 23, 2007
NC Legislative NEWS

Research Station Transfer House and Senate budget leaders say they are close to a compromise on the budget, telling legislators to plan their schedules accordingly. But no confirmation yet for AgSupporters as to whether the research stations continues to be on the negotiation table.  The Senate added a provision to their budget that would transfer the ownership of the research stations away from the NC Department of Agriculture as well as enact a corresponding $2.1 million cut in funding for the division during fiscal year 2008-09.  Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler has vehemently opposes the Senate special provision in the budget say the budget cut of $2.1 million would dramatically affect the research stations ability to do research.  In response to suggestions that the transfer would result in “efficiencies” and “consolidation” that would offset the $2.1 million budget cut, Troxler released the following information This past year, the stations had expenditures of $10,206,716 – of which 66% was for personnel and 34% was for operating expenses such as fuel, utilities, transportation, fertilizer, seed, equipment, repairs, (etc).  According to NCDA calculations, to achieve a savings of $2.1 million, at least 52 positions would have to be eliminated. “Lest anyone suggest that the Division is ‘top heavy’, or that more savings could be achieved by eliminating the administration of the Division and leaving station employees in place, it should be noted that the central office of the Division consists of fewer than 5 positions,” said CommissionerTroxler. “Assuming that all of the administrative positions and related benefits are eliminated, this would ‘save’ less than $300,000. So much for saving $2.1 million by eliminating duplicative purchasing and personnel management systems.”   
Migrant Housing Bill Approved: NC Senate legislators unanimously concurred this week with the House changes to the migrant housing bill. According to the NC Department of Labor, they inspect 1,300 registered labor camps annually across the state – of which close to 800 are utilizing the federal guestworker program H2-A. All farms providing housing for migrant workers are required to register their housing for pre-occupancy inspection by NC-DOL. Interestingly, H2-A is estimated to represent only 2% of the farmworker labor force. The legislation, which was initiated as a compromise bill by the NC Agribusiness Council (in conjuction with farmworker advocacy groups – El Pueblo and Justice Center) now goes to Gov. Mike Easley. 

Hog Waste: The House Agriculture Committee has approved a bill that would shift North Carolina's swine farmers away from using open-air lagoons by setting tougher standards for hog waste management and creating a cost-sharing program for farms to install expensive new waste management systems. A decade-old moratorium on new hog lagoons is due to expire Sept. 1, and the measure approved Wednesday effectively replaces it by phasing out existing ones and setting the regulatory bar too high to allow any new ones to be built. The bill would allow existing lagoons to continue to operate but would largely block construction of new lagoons. Both the House and Senate budget proposals include $2 million in annual funding for that program. The bill also creates a pilot program in which utility companies can capture methane from existing lagoons and use it to generate electricity. It has another committee to clear before it reaches the full House, and the Senate will also have to concur with changes made in the House. Environmental, farm and industry groups, have already made their support clear for the bill. "We believe this is a good bill that meets a shared goal of protecting our environment and also allowing our producers to continue making a living on their farms," said Tommy Stevens of the North Carolina Pork Council. 

No Smoking: The Senate voted Wednesday to approve a bill that would ban smoking inside all nursing and adult-care homes and by home care agency employees while working with a patient. State law now bars residents of long-term care homes from smoking in their rooms, but homes may set up indoor smoking lounges for residents. The operator of a home where someone is caught smoking would be subject to a $200 fine if the bill becomes law. Following a 46-2 vote, the bill now returns to the House, which must decide whether to accept changes made by the Senate.

Washington NEWS

House Ag Panel Approves COOL:  The US House Agriculture Committee voted Thursday night to require country-of-origin labels on meat product beginning next year, finally allowing full implementation of the rule provided in the 2002 Farm Bill.  Following days of debate, as well as media reports about food scares emanating from China, the committee compromised by agreeing to require the labels, but ease penalties and tedious record-keeping requirements opposed by many food retailers and meatpackers. The measure creates three categories of labeling: one that indicates product was born, raised and slaughtered in the United States; one that indicates product was not exclusively born, raised and slaughtered in the U.S.; and one that includes products entirely derived from foreign countries. Ground meat product can be labeled with a list of countries where product may have originated.  The law is set to take effect in September of 2008.

White House Sets Import Safety Panel:  President Bush on Wednesday created a government panel to review the safety of imported foods and recommend ways to improve U.S. import monitoring, according to media reports. The move comes a day after lawmakers blasted the FDA for failing to sufficiently police food imports. White House spokesman Tony Snow told reporters that Health and Human Services Secretary Michael Leavitt would chair the new Import Safety Working Group.  
Environmental NEWS

Livestock Farms Participate in Air-Emissions Study:  Twenty hog, dairy and poultry farms in nine states are the subject of a $14.6 million air-emissions study by scientists at eight universities that began this summer.  The research will measure levels of hydrogen sulfide, ammonia, nitrous oxide, particulate matter and other substances in an effort to help the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency create science-based guidelines for livestock air emissions. The study is required under a 2005 agreement between the EPA and the livestock industry.   Results are expected by the end of 2009, with a peer-review process to follow.
Business NEWS        
Smithfield Calls for a Union Vote:  Smithfield Foods said Friday that nearly 3,000 employees have sent letters to United Food and Commercial Workers International, urging the union to allow workers at the company's Tar Heel, N.C., pork-processing plant to vote for or against organizing.  "This is the first time that employees have come together to make a strong statement about the ongoing effort to unionize the plant," Smithfield spokesman Dennis Pittman said in a statement.  Smithfield wants its workers to vote in a federally supervised, secret-ballot election, but UFCW, which has been trying to organize Tar Heel for nearly 15 years, contends that the system fosters intimidation. Courts have ruled that Smithfield meddled in such elections held in 1993 and 1997.  The union asserts that the company coerced Tar Heel workers into signing the recent letters.  The National Labor Relations Board cannot schedule a new vote until the union formally requests one, Pittman said.

Incentives: Frontier Spinning Mills, a cotton company, will receive $40,000 in state incentives for its planned $20 million expansion of its headquarters in Sanford, Gov. Mike Easley's office announced Wednesday. The expansion is expected to create 42 jobs. The incentives were offered to the company through the One North Carolina Fund, which requires a local match.
Commodity NEWS        
Cigarette Tax: Cigarette sales in North Carolina dropped 18.5 percent in the year after the state raised the cigarette tax, but revenue from the tax grew by $157 million during the same period, state officials said Monday. Officials from the Division of Public Health and the Department of Revenue hailed the news, saying the increased taxes have boosted public health and the state's financial situation. State lawmakers boosted the cigarette tax from 5 cents to 30 cents on Sept. 1, 2005. The tax went up another 5 cents on July 1, 2006. That's still well below the national average of $1.07 per pack, though few states have as many ties to tobacco as North Carolina. The N.C. Department of Agriculture estimates the annual economic impact of tobacco on the state at more than $7 billion. Graham Boyd, executive director of the Tobacco Growers Association of North Carolina, said the increased revenue may look good, but may not reflect the full economic impact of depressed sales. 

Some Farms Protected From Emissions Lawsuits:  In a ruling seen by some as a rebuke to environmental groups, a federal appeals court on Tuesday ruled that farms cannot be sued over emissions if they have entered into an agreement with the Environmental Protection Agency. Environmental groups contended that the EPA failed to follow proper rulemaking procedures in creating agreements that allow farms to avoid legal punishment for violating air-emissions requirements by paying a civil penalty and agreeing to participate in an EPA emissions study. Researchers began the study in nine states this summer.  The U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia ruled 2-1 that the EPA was exercising a valid use of the agency's enforcement discretion by crafting agreements with the farms.

Tyson, Smithfield Say China Pursuing Pork Purchases:  Smithfield, Va.-based Smithfield Foods Inc. and Springdale, Ark.-based Tyson Foods Inc. both said on Friday that China is interested in buying more pork from them.  "I do not know anything about size or timing, but I can say we are in talks with China," said Smithfield spokesman Jerry Hostetter.  Separately, Tyson Foods said in a statement, "We have not entered into any additional purchase agreements of pork to China, however, an interest has been expressed to us for potential purchases.”  On Thursday some Chicago hog futures contracts rose the maximum daily price limit amid widespread talk that China was seeking to buy 20,000 metric tons of pork on the world market, some of which could come from the United States. On the New York Stock Exchange on Friday, Smithfield shares closed up $1.14 at $33.36, and Tyson shares closed up 35 cents at $23.91.  Pork prices in China are on the rise as growing consumer demand has collided with disease-related reduced supply.
People in the NEWS

Appointments: Gov. Mike Easley announced the following appointment last week:  Dr. Ken Harewood, Durham, to the North Carolina Biotechnology Center. Harewood is director of the Biomedical/Biotechnology Research Institute and a professor at N.C. Central University. He has been reappointed.

USDA News

China Rejects Some Pork/Poultry Products:  As U.S. meat processors seek to clarify China's weekend announcement that it has suspended import of certain U.S. pork and poultry product, industry officials are seeking to convince China to accept safe levels of the leanness-enhancing feed additive ractopamine, for which some of the suspended pork, including product from Wichita, Kan.-based Cargill Meat Solutions, was cited.   Although ractopamine is commonly used in U.S. hog production to convert feed to lean pork, the product raised a red flag when traces of it were discovered in Beijing-bound U.S. exports. While some countries allow minimum residue levels of ractopamine in imported meat, China has not approved its use at any level.  Meantime, industry officials also were trying to pinpoint the dates of the suspensions, which also involved product from Springdale, Ark.-based Tyson Foods and Laurel, Miss.-based Sanderson Farms Inc., among other manufacturers.   
Taiwan Blocks U.S. Pork:  Taiwan has banned sales of tons of U.S. pork after finding that they contained a banned veterinary drug, and legislators there are pressing for tighter controls on U.S. frozen meat imports. The Department of Health has blocked two shipments reportedly totaling some 24 tons of U.S. frozen pork after detecting clenbuterol in them during customs inspections.  Meantime, some Taiwanese lawmakers called for a broad investigation to determine whether any additional imported pork has been distributed to restaurants, and criticized the government for "appeasing" the United States by allowing the import of its meat despite concerns over its safety.
No Beef, No KORUS FTA:  Unless Korea fully normalizes beef trade with the United States, the U.S. government has not intention of proceeding with the proposed U.S.-South Korean free-trade pact.   Unless and until Korea reopen their market in full to U.S. beef exportsthe US isn’t even going to submit this FTA to Congress, because we know Congress just isn't going to act on it. Experets expects to see action from Korea by late September.
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. 
The N.C. Coastal Resources Commission will meet on Thursday, July 26 at 8:30 a.m., Holiday Inn Brownstone, Raleigh.
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