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NC/AQ Weekly News Critical to Your Agribusiness




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
Etheridge Introduces Legislation to Help N.C. Poultry Farmers: U.S. Rep. Bob Etheridge (D-Lillington), the only N.C. member of the House Ways and Means Committee, introduced legislation today to provide temporary compensation to N.C. poultry producers who lost contracts when their processing plant declared bankruptcy.  The legislation would provide emergency funds through the Department of Agriculture to help farmers who lost their poultry contracts through no fault of their own survive the current economic downturn until market conditions improve.  The Secretary of Agriculture uses Section 32 funding to support the farm sector through a variety of activities, including producer payments or other means of economic assistance.  There are approximately 46 affected poultry farmers in North Carolina’s Second Congressional District concentrated in Chatham, Lee, Cumberland and Harnett Counties.

Agribusiness Council Urges Congress to Oppose Canadian Ban on American Tobacco: The North Carolina Agribusiness Council announced today that it is joining numerous other agricultural and tobacco-grower organizations in support of an advertising campaign calling upon Congress and the Obama Administration to oppose legislation moving through the Canadian Parliament that would ban American blend cigarettes.  The bill, C-32, originally intended to prohibit candy-flavored cigarillos, has morphed into an overreaching bill that would ban the entire category of American blend cigarettes, leading to loss of thousands of jobs and a worsening of trade relations between the United States and Canada. “The current language in the C-32 bill now goes way too far. This discriminatory bill targets American blend cigarettes and American growers of burley tobacco, while not banning the Canadian tobacco,” says Erica Peterson, Executive Vice President of the North Carolina Agribusiness Council. C-32 passed the House of Commons in June, and will likely be considered by its Senate when the Canadian Parliament returns from its summer recess in September. The advocacy campaign will feature two print advertisements over the next two weeks in Roll Call, The Hill and Politico, three newspapers that are widely read by members of Congress, U.S. Senators, and policymakers inside the Obama Administration.  Already, several Members of Congress, both Republicans and Democrats, have voiced their concerns to the Canadian government about the negative impact C-32 would have on American jobs and trade relations with the United States.

Senate Delays Health Vote Until Fall; Pressure Mounts on House:  Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid said Thursday the Senate will wait until September to take up a health care overhaul, but the Finance Committee will vote before the August recess. Finance Chairman Max Baucus , D-Mont., said he hopes to mark up a health care overhaul the week of Aug. 3; the Senate leaves for its summer recess Aug. 7. Reid said ongoing talks with ranking Finance Committee Republican Charles E. Grassley of Iowa and two other panel Republicans, Olympia J. Snowe of Maine and Michael B. Enzi of Wyoming, were productive and would lead toward Senate approval of the final bill with at least the 60 votes needed to overcome procedural challenges. Meanwhile, pressure was mounting for a House floor vote before the recess. President Obama had originally urged both chambers to act before leaving town.  Speaker Nancy Pelosi said Thursday that she expects House Democrats to resolve their differences over sweeping health care legislation “in the next 48 hours,” but she wouldn’t set a firm target for floor actions.  A House bill has been approved by the Ways and Means Committee and the Education and Labor Committee - The Energy and Commerce Committee is still working on it. If approved by all three House Committees, their versions will be merged into a single bill. Two committees in the Senate, the Health Education Labor and Pension (HELP) and the Finance Committee, have jurisdiction. The Senate HELP Committee has approved its version. The Senate Finance Committee is still conducting closed door negotiations on its version. In summary, the Senate HELP version says:  Employers with more than 25 employees who do not offer qualifying coverage or who pay less than 60 percent of their employee (not dependents) monthly premiums are subject to a $750 annual fee per uninsured full-time employee and $375 per uninsured part-time employee.  How employees will be counted (e.g. how many days during the year employed) for the purpose of determining the threshold is not explained in the bill. Qualifying coverage will be established by the agencies with jurisdiction.  All individuals will be required to obtain health insurance coverage.  The individual is responsible for dependents, not the employer. Senator K. Hagan (D-NC) successfully introduced an amendment to offer exemption for some temporary/seasonal agricultural workers; however, due to strong opposition , the final version offers little relief for agricultural employers. In summary, the Democratic House version says: Employers are responsible for providing coverage for employees and dependents. The bill provides that the minimum employer contribution in the case of an offering employer is 72.5 percent of the premium for individual coverage, and 65 percent of the premium for family coverage or a proportional amount for non-fulltime employees.  Employers electing not to provide health benefit plans to their employees are subject to an additional payroll tax equal to eight percent of wages.  The proposal’s definitions of term wages, employment, and employer, are generally the same as under present FICA provisions. However, the definition of employment includes services performed by foreign agricultural workers.

Dems Pare 'Card-Check' out of Pro-Union Bill: Six Democratic senators have decided to take the controversial "card-check" provision out of the Employee Free Choice Act.  The provision, which the senators dumped in order to secure a filibuster-proof 60 votes, would have forced companies to recognize unions as long as a majority of their workers signed cards in favor of organization. In place of the card-check provision, the revised bill would mandate shorter unionization campaigns and quicker elections, 

Legislative NEWS 
Bill May Keep NC Environment Panel From New Hog Waste Rules:  Senator Charlie Albertson of Duplin County,  unhappy with a possible requirement that hog farmers test pristine streams for pollution, wants to prevent an environmental panel from making regulations for the next two years. A Senate committee Tuesday approved a measure that would bar the Environmental Management Commission from adopting permanent rules until after July 1, 2011.  Speakers at the meeting said the bill went too far and would prevent the regulatory panel from creating rules to keep reservoirs and other bodies of water clean.  The bill's next stop is the Senate floor. 
Immigration NEWS

Shuler Re-Enters Immigration Debate: Rep. Heath Shuler will again thrust himself into the contentious immigration debate by introducing legislation to toughen enforcement.  The Secure America Through Verification and Enforcement (SAVE) Act mirrors in many ways the bill he introduced in the previous Congress that attracted significant bipartisan support. The Waynesville Democrat's bill would:  require employers to use the federal government's E-Verify database to make sure they're hiring legal workers; increase the number of Border Patrol agents by 6,000; create a pilot program to increase aerial surveillance and use other new technology to secure the border; hire more Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents and create grants for some local law enforcement officials; expand detention capacity and adding immigration judges. Observers don't expect an immigration bill to pass this year because health care reform, climate change and other major issues are crowding the congressional agenda.
Commodity NEWS

Blue Mold Alert Issued for East Kentucky Tobacco:  Recently, blue mold was found on tobacco in Clark and Montgomery counties in Kentucky.  The disease was present on nearly 100 percent of tobacco in two fields totaling about 15 acres, and significant levels of the disease were present in nearby fields. The disease likely arrived over the July 4 weekend. The find is significant because the disease is widespread in the infected areas, and recent weather conditions were favorable for the disease to spread. 

New Seed Boon to Corn Growers:  U.S. and Canadian farmers are one step closer to realizing the greater whole farm corn yield advantages of a new corn seed trait combination that will provide the most comprehensive insect and weed control and allow farmers to significantly reduce their refuge. These benefits will be realized through SmartStax™, which is the outcome of a cross licensing agreement and research and development collaboration signed in 2007 between Monsanto Company (NYSE: MON) and Dow AgroSciences LLC, a wholly owned subsidiary of The Dow Chemical Company (NYSE: DOW).  SmartStax™, the agriculture industry’s most advanced, all-in-one corn trait platform, received registration from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and regulatory authorization from the Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) and remains on track for a 2010 commercial launch.  As part of today’s announcement, the companies noted that the new corn seed technology is expected to be offered to farmers on 3 million- to 4 million-plus acres in its first year of availability. The product’s launch would represent the largest introduction of a corn biotech seed product in the history of agriculture.
NCDA NEWS

Three Horses Test Positive for EEE: Two horses in Beaufort County were the first N.C. equine to test positive this year for Eastern Equine Encephalomyelitis. The unvaccinated horses were treated by a veterinarian and euthanized within the past two weeks after presenting symptoms of EEE. The third horse was confirmed positive at the department’s Rollins Animal Disease Diagnostic Laboratory this week after being euthanized in Columbus County. There have been no reported cases of West Nile virus in horses in North Carolina to date. State officials have seen a decline in equine EEE and WNV cases the last few years, but they caution equine owners to continue the vaccination protocol against these potentially fatal diseases because the diseases are historically cyclical in nature, with years of few reported cases followed by years with widespread disease.

Troxler to Lead Agricultural Trade Mission to China:  Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler will lead an agricultural trade mission to China Aug. 1-8. The mission will focus on expanding markets for North Carolina tobacco, soybeans, cotton and other commodities. Meetings with Chinese officials will take place in Beijing, Kunming, Guangzhou and Hong Kong. Troxler and agriculture industry officials will meet with leaders of China’s tobacco, soybean and cotton industries. Joining Troxler in the 26-person delegation will be representatives of the Tobacco Growers Association of North Carolina, N.C. Soybean Producers Association, N.C. Cotton Growers Association, N.C. Farm Bureau, N.C. Agribusiness Council, N.C. Growers Association, U.S. Tobacco Cooperative, Burley Stabilization Corp. and PS International. These travelers will cover their own expenses.
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. 
The Offshore Energy Exploration Subcommittee will meet on Tuesday, July 28 at 10 a.m., Cl-1008 Classroom, Computer Information Systems Bldg., UNC-Wilmington Campus.
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