 AGRIBUSINESS UPDATE


Weekly news critical to your agribusiness

July 31, 2006
NC Legislative NEWS

Adjourned.  Shortly after 1:00 am, the “short” session of the General Assembly was over.  Legislators wrapped up the  2 ½ month session by passing new rules to monitor lobbyists, legislators and the executive branch of NC government.  This year’s session has been marked by passage of an $18.9 billion state budget, a ban on video poker by next July, a $1 an hour increase in the minimum wage and several illegal immigration bills.

Ethics Reform. The legislature overwhelmingly approved a comprehensive rewrite of government ethics and lobbying law.  The bill puts a number of restrictions on lobbyists’ gift-giving to legislators and creates an new reporting regime for lobbyists on spending that is allowed.  Largely, the bill would prohibit lobbyists from buying dinner or entertaining legislators one-on-one or in any small settings.  A number of exemptions are careved out for larger public events attended by a group of legislators.  The bill also exempts gifts based on an existing “personal relationship”. The bill also specifically prohibits one of the favored perks of legislators – college football and basketball tickets from UNC system officials.  The bill  also establishes a central state ethics panel to conduct inquires on conflict-of-interest complaints.  
Illegal Immigration Bills.  Several measures were approved this week that are intended to combat illegal immigration in NC.  One bill includes a provision that prohibits use of an individual taxpayer identification number to obtain a driver’s license.  Instead, the Division of Motor Vehicles can only accept a valid Social Security number or a valid visa, when issuing a driver’s license.  Another measure requires all state agencies to verify the legal status of new employees through a federal databank known as the Basic Pilot Program.  Yet another measure would give a limited number of police officers necessary statutory authority to work with federal officials in enforcing federal immigration laws.
Utility Study. Legislators have tentatively approved a study on whether gasoline should be considered a public utility, subject to state regulation. The bill's sponsor, Rep. Drew Saunders, D-Mecklenburg, says the state should consider whether treating petroleum products as a public utility would protect citizens and the state's economy from increasing gas and heating oil prices. Rep. Bill Daughtridge, R-Nash, president of a gas and oil distribution company, said the market for gasoline and petroleum products is already competitive enough. 

Hemp Study. North Carolina lawmakers could soon be getting real familiar with hemp.  The Studies Act approved by legislators Thursday night would create a study commission to examine the beneficial uses of industrial hemp. The study might prove a bit futile, given that the federal government has banned production of the crop. But Sen. Stan Bingham, R-Davidson, says he pursued the issue to try to educate both lawmakers and the public about industrial hemp, which can be used to create a variety of tough, biodegradable fiber products. Bingham also says the study could help generate national support to overturn the federal ban. 
Washington NEWS

NRSC Chair. U.S. Sens. Richard Burr, R-N.C., and John Thune, R-S.D., have been named as the most likely successors to U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole, R-N.C. as chair of the National Republican Senatorial Committee.  Both the current chair, Dole, and her rival for the position two years ago will be occupied defending their own seats in 2008. Thune has expressed interest in the position. He told U.S. Senate leaders that he will make a decision to seek the job either just before or after the August recess. In interviews with U.S. Senate Republicans, Burr has been the only other name to arise as a possible candidate, but he denies interest in the position. 

Senators Rip Voluntary Bird-Flu Testing Program.  Senators on Friday criticized the Agriculture Department's planning for deadly bird flu, saying the voluntary nature of its testing program threatens the U.S. poultry industry.  At issue is a federal audit that found the government lacks a comprehensive plan for testing and monitoring bird flu in commercial poultry.  "We are deeply concerned that the agency has waited until this year to begin to develop a comprehensive surveillance plan for avian influenza," wrote the group, which includes Sen. Tom Harkin, D-Iowa. 

Milk Subsidy Program Threatened in Congress. A milk subsidy program that paid Maine dairy farmers $11.2 million between 2002 and 2005 could be put out to pasture in Congress as lawmakers question its cost.  The Milk Income Loss Contract subsidizes milk prices to protect smaller dairy farmers like those in Maine.  The debate over the program’s future pits large western farms against smaller eastern ones, which are less able to cope with price fluctuations.

Campaign NEWS

Residency Questions. Two candidates - Frank Mitchell of Olin and Tommy Pollard of Jacksonville - ruled ineligible to run in Republican House primaries by the State Board of Elections were in a Wake County Superior Court Monday, asking that the board's decision be overturned. Superior Court Judge Donald Stephens said he would try to make a ruling quickly so that there would be time, if necessary, to hold a special election.

Primary Poll. Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue has a significant lead over State Treasurer Richard Moore for the 2008 Democratic primary for governor, according to an early poll conducted by Public Policy Polling of Raleigh. Perdue is favored by 36 percent, compared to 23 percent for Moore and 6 percent for Rep. Bill Faison, D-Orange. The automated telephone survey of 542 likely Democratic voters was conducted July 12. It has a margin of error of plus or minus 4.2 percentage points. 

Environmental NEWS

Officials from the EPA visit NC hog farms. This week, the EPA will be looking at new technologies to handle animal waste as various locations.  They will go on Monday, July 31 at 2 p.m. to Sarem Farms, in Gates County. Then, on Tuesday, Aug. 1 at 8:30 a.m. they’ll go to Little Creek Hog Farms, in Ayden, and then to Moore Brothers Farm, Jones County, at 1 p.m. Then, on a Listening Forum with NC Farmers will be held Tuesday, August 1, 2006 at 6:30 p.m., at the Duplin County Agricultural Center. Producers will be able to learn about EPA regulations, operations and policies that affect NC producers and have an opportunity to share thoughts and concerns with EPA officials from Agriculture, Water Quality, Air Quality and others. On Thursday,  oOfficials from the EPA will visit N.C. State University Lake Wheeler Research Site, Animal and Poultry Waste Management Center, in Raleigh.
Triazines Review and Comments.  In 1994, the EPA began the "Special Review of the Triazines".  Over the past 12 years Syngenta and the members of the grower community have been answering the science and stewardship questions that the EPA posed in 1994.  Many of these grower comments have been coordinated by grower coalition, the "Triazine Network".  A Network Newsletter will be sent out, reviewing the benefits of Simazine to the specialty crop growers and the benefits of atrazine to the row crop and forestry businesses, requesting that ag groups and allies comment on the Simazine RED and Atrazine Cumulative Risk Assessment.  Comments are due to the EPA by Aug. 21, 2006.
TVA Lawsuit.  A federal judge has thrown out a motion to dismiss North Carolina's air pollution lawsuit against the Tennessee Valley Authority, moving the case one step closer to trial. Attorney General Roy Cooper sued the TVA in January, accusing the nation's largest federal utility of causing a "public nuisance" by failing to reduce pollution from its coal-fired power plants. The lawsuit said TVA has not taken enough steps to reduce the sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, mercury and soot that have wafted into North Carolina from 11 coal-burning plants in Tennessee, Kentucky and Alabama. 
Business NEWS        
Progress Sale. Progress Energy has announced the $1.2 billion sale of its Winchester Energy natural gas business, moving the utility closer to its goal of cutting $1.3 billion off its long-term debt load by the end of 2007. Exco Resources Inc. will purchase the business and its subsidiaries in a deal expected to close this fall. Exco officials say they hope to retain all 65 Winchester employees, including 11 in the Triangle.

Commodity NEWS        
Soybean Rust Update.  Asiatic soybean rust has been confirmed a little closer to North Carolina with the find on July 20 of rust on soybeans in Brooks County, GA, in south-central Georgia, on the Florida border.  It was found on a maturity group III variety planted in March.  This find is about 350 miles from Charlotte, 570 miles from Elizabeth City, 400 miles from Fayetteville, 300 miles from Murphy, 450 miles from Raleigh, 505 miles from Washington (NC), 405 miles from Wilmington, and 415 miles from Winston-Salem.
People in the NEWS

Broyhill Fined. Former 5th District congressional candidate Ed Broyhill, his campaign committee and its treasurer have been fined over $71,000 by the Federal Elections Commission.  Election officials said that Broyhill, a Winston-Salem businessman, violated the federal "Millionaires' Amendment." The law required him to notify the FEC within 24 hours of contributing at least $350,000 of his own money to his campaign, and he failed to do so. Officials also said that Broyhill's campaign failed to file other forms, including a notice required by law for a $90,000 loan to his campaign in June 2004, less than a month before the Republican primary election. Broyhill's campaign has agreed to pay the penalties.  
USDA News

Japan Lifts Ban.  As expected, Japan announced early Thursday that it would once again resume importing some U.S. beef, ending a nearly 28-month standoff that effectively shut down one of the U.S. industry's largest export markets. Under the agreement, the Japanese will only accept shipments of beef from cattle 20 months or younger from a list of 34 approved processing plants. Certification of the plants came following a month-long tour by a Japanese Agriculture Ministry advisory committee of 35 U.S. plants to ensure they met required safeguards against bovine spongiform encephalopathy.  At a news conference, Japan's Health Minister Jiro Kawasaki said the committee found no problems at 20 of the 35 facilities and that an additional 13 had made sufficient improvements to become eligible. 

New BSE Risk Assessment. Removing specified risk materials such as brain and spinal cord tissue from cattle over 30 months of age almost completely eliminates potential human exposure to bovine spongiform encephalopathy, according to a new FSIS risk assessment conducted by the Harvard Center for Risk Analysis.  The report, which updated a 2003 risk assessment, calculated that 10 BSE-infected cattle introduced into the United States would result in approximately 3.5 additional infected cattle. 

Global Trade Talks Collapse. Nearly five years after setting out to revamp the rules of global trade, the WTO yesterday shelved the effort, dealing a potentially lethal blow to a deal that was supposed to boost global economic growth and help poor countries in particular.  Trade ministers from the U.S., the E.U., Brazil, India, Japan and Australia said they remained hopelessly stalemated on crucial issues of how to lower barriers to commerce, with farm trade by far the most contentious problem.  A barrage of recriminations ensued, as the Europeans and others blasted the U.S. for refusing to cut its farm subsidies more deeply, while U.S. negotiators put the onus on the E.U., India and Japan for balking at opening their markets for agricultural products. 
USDA Withdraws Older Cattle Rule. USDA and APHIS withdrew a proposed rule that would have opened the northern border to Canadian cattle of all ages. At present, only cattle under 30 months of age are allowed for import, depriving the U.S. slaughter industry of a valuable commodity and causing a backup of cull cattle in Canada. Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns had hoped to open a proposed rule for comment by September, but it appears the rule will die in the recesses of USDA or be rewritten or possibly resubmitted as is once the investigation of the latest case of bovine spongiform encephalopathy in Canada has been completed.  

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 Division of Marine Fisheries will hold a public hearing on Thursday, Aug. 3 at 6 p.m. on a proposed moratorium on the harvest of river herring, Dept. of Environment and Natural Resources, Room 504-2A 5th Floor, Archdale Building, Raleigh. Contact: Nancy Fish, 252-726-7021.
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