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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
House Passes Food Safety Bill:  On a 283-to-142 vote, the House of Representatives Thursday night passed broad food safety legislation backed by the Obama administration, clearing the way for the Senate to start writing its version of the bill.  The bill expands FDA authority to include mandatory recalls, on-farm inspections and stricter inspection of imported foods. 
Senate-Passed Bill Would Allow Chinese Chicken Imports:  The Senate on Tuesday passed its version of a funding bill for USDA and FDA which would allow chicken imports from China with additional oversight.  The Senate bill would require approval of plants in China that wish to export to the United States, plus annual inspections of those plants and increased inspection of incoming product at U.S. ports. The House-passed version of the bill would keep current restrictions on Chinese chicken imports in place.  The World Trade Organization last week agreed to China's request that it investigate and rule on whether the U.S. ban violates international trade rules. The Senate bill would also cut in half — to $7.3 million — funding for USDA's voluntary National Animal Identification System (NAIS). The House version of the bill eliminated funding for the program all together.  The $125 billion appropriations bill now goes to a House-Senate conference committee to work out differences between the two versions of the legislation.
International Port Study Gets Funding:  The U.S. Senate has approved $274,000 for the next step in studying the feasibility of a proposed international port near Southport. The Army Corps of Engineers has begun looking into whether the benefits of the $2.2 billion N.C. International Terminal would outweigh the costs to the nation.  U.S. Sen. Kay Hagan, D-N.C., pushed for the new funding.  The House and Senate still have to agree on a version of the legislation before it goes to the president. 
Legislative NEWS 
Budget Approval:  The General Assembly gave the budget final legislative approval Wednesday on party-line votes with Democrats voting yes and Republicans voting no. Democratic Gov. Beverly Perdue said she would reluctantly sign into law the package that includes higher taxes and reduced services.  The $19 billion budget North Carolina lawmakers approved Wednesday puts a focus on nearly $1 billion in new taxes and forces spending cuts on local school leaders.  The budget includes temporary taxes worth $990 million. About 80 percent of that comes from increasing the sales tax rate by one penny, so that most consumers would pay 7.75 cents on each dollar they spend through mid-2011. Corporate profits would face a 3 percent surtax for two years. Cigarette taxes will rise permanently by 10 cents per pack. 
Disposal of Pesticide Containers:  The Proposed Senate Committee Substitute for HB760 Disposal of Pesticide Containers received a unanimous vote in the Senate Agriculture Environment Natural Resources Committee and will be sent to the Senate Chamber for further action.  The act will exempt pesticide containers from the prohibition on the disposal of rigid plastic containers in landfills. The prohibition will take effect in October 2009.  
Incentives Defeat:  The House, by a two-vote margin, voted down a bill designed to provide $9 million to a Martin County paper mill to help it retool the plant. An attempt to later revive the bill on the floor also failed. The bill was intended to help a Domtar plant move from paper production to making high-demand pulp fluff.  The legislation would have made changes to a law adopted in 2007 that allowed some existing tire makers to claim incentives for keeping operations in the state. That law limited incentives for retooling at existing plants to those employing 2,000 or more workers. The limit would be modified under the bill, as the Martin County plant employs 300 workers. 
Cigarettes and Cell Phones:  Lawmakers have approved and sent to Gov. Beverly Perdue's desk a bill that would ban the possession and use of tobacco products and cell phones in state prisons. The prison smoking ban comes at the request of the N.C. Sheriffs' Association, which asked that a statewide smoking ban in some public areas be extended to prisons. 

Hookah Bar Smoking Up in Smoke:  An effort to exempt hookah bars from the state's new smoking ban appears to have gone up in smoke. Rep. Cullie Tarleton, D-Watauga, said last week that he has withdrawn a bill that would have allowed hookah bars to stay in business after North Carolina's smoking ban for restaurants and bars goes into effect in January. The move effectively eliminates any chance lawmakers would act this year to carve out an exemption for hookah bars. Tarleton pulled the bill at the request of owners of hookah bars, who complained that amendments to the bill would have put unfair restrictions on them. 

E-Verify Stalled:  Senators on Thursday shot down a last-minute attempt to move forward legislation that would require employers to use the "E-verify" system to verify workers' citizenship. Sen. John Snow, D-Cherokee, tried to push the bill through the chamber, hoping to move it to the House for more work next year. But senators from both sides of the aisle said although they agreed with Snow's goal - to require employers to use a federal database to check immigration status - the bill has too many problems. "We're coming down harder on employers than we are on illegals," said Sen. Jerry Tillman, R-Montgomery. Snow said he hasn't had time to make needed changes because he couldn't get a hearing on the issue until recently. But other senators said those changes should be made before any vote. The Senate Appropriations Committee, comprised of almost the full Senate, rejected the bill on a voice vote. The move means the measure is likely dead for the year.
Sustainable Farms Bill:  A bill that claims to be designed to help North Carolina's small, sustainable farmers passed the House on Thursday. The bill would create a 27-member local food advisory council charged with studying how to increase so-called local “sustainable” foods served in public schools, how to make local “sustainable” foods available to people receiving public assistance, whether food stamps can be used at farmers markets and how to encourage community and backyard gardening.
People NEWS

Appointments:  Casey M. Armstrong of Enfield and Billy Johnston of Mills River have been appointed to the North Carolina State Board of Agriculture. Armstrong is an administrative and financial officer for Enfield Baptist Church. Johnston is the owner of Tap Root Dairy in Fletcher.
Environmental NEWS

County Approves Voluntary Agriculture District:  Nash County commissioners approved a county-wide voluntary agricultural district ordinance during their Monday meeting. The ordinance will become effective Jan. 1.
Commodity NEWS

Tobacco Auction Opens in Wilson:  Starting Wednesday, tobacco will once again be sold at auction at the former Liberty Warehouse in Wilson. However, the auction will be silent.  Growers will first set a minimum price. Buyers will then come in one at a time and will have a sheet of paper with all of the lots and descriptions of the tobacco. The buyers will submit sealed, written bids for the leaf they want to buy. At the sale's conclusion, the bids will be opened, and the grower presented with the highest offered price. Growers will then have to decide if they want to accept the offer.
USDA NEWS

China Bans U.S. Pork, Poultry Plants:  China has de-listed three U.S. pork and two U.S. poultry plants, according to USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service.  Effective Aug. 3, the following facilities are suspended from exporting product to China: Smithfield Packing Co., Tar Heel, N.C.; John Morrell & Co., Sioux City, Iowa; Seaboard Foods, Guymon, Okla.; Equity Group-Ky. Division, Albany, Ky.; Mountaire Farms-Delmarva, Selbyville, Del.
National Sign-Up Begins for Conservation Stewardship Program:  USDA will begin continuous sign-up for the new Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) on August 10 with the first signup period cutoff scheduled for September 30. CSP is a voluntary program that encourages agricultural and forestry producers to maintain existing conservation activities and adopt additional ones on their operations.  Eligible applicants may include individual landowners, legal entities, and Indian tribes. Agricultural and forestry producers must submit applications by Sept. 30 to be considered for funding in the first ranking period. Congress capped the annual acreage enrollment at 12,769,000 acres for each fiscal year nationwide. For info go to www.nrcs.usda.gov/new_csp or visit their local NRCS field office.
Commodity Credit Corporation Lending Rates for August:  The USDA's Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) announced interest rates for August 2009. The CCC borrowing rate-based charge for August 2009 is 0.500 percent, unchanged from July 2009. For 1996 and subsequent crop year commodity and marketing assistance loans, the interest rate for loans disbursed during August 2009 is 1.500 percent, unchanged from July 2009. The interest rate for Farm Storage Facility Loans approved for August 2009 is 3.125 percent, down from 3.250 percent in July 2009. The maximum discount rate applicable for August 2009 for the Tobacco Transition Payment Program is 5 percent, unchanged from July 2009. This is based on the 3.250 percent prime rate plus 2 percent, rounded to the nearest whole number.
NCDA&CS NEWS

Biosecurity Measures to Increase at County Fairs: This year, fairgoers will be asked to wash their hands to help protect pigs from a human-borne illness, specifically the novel H1N1 flu currently circulating in the human population. Veterinary officials recommend that fair managers add a 6-foot barrier around any swine exhibits to further separate humans from animals. Marshall also encourages swine exhibitors to vaccinate swine that will be taken to fairs. There is currently no approved swine vaccine specifically for the novel H1N1 virus, but several licensed, commercially available swine influenza vaccines should help provide additional immunity against influenza viruses that may be circulating in both the swine and human populations.
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 Coastal Habitat Protection Plan Committee of the North Carolina Department of Environmental and Natural Resources will meet on Wednesday, Aug. 12 at 10:30 a.m., NOAA-NERR Auditorium, 101 Piver's Island Rd., Morehead City. 252-726-7021. 
The North Carolina Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan Advisory Committee of the North Carolina Marine Fisheries Commission will meet on Thursday, Aug. 13 at 4 p.m., 943 Washington Square Mall, Washington. Contact: Beth Burn, 252-473-5734, ext. 221.
Seasons of Sustainable Agriculture is a series of education, extension and outreach events offered each year by North Carolina’s  Center for Environmental Farming Systems. Unless otherwise stated all workshops will be held at the Center for Environmental Farming Systems (CEFS), located at the Cherry Research Farm, 201 Stevens Mill Road in Goldsboro, N.C. For more info go to www.cefs.ncsu.edu.  Egg Production in a Range Setting, September 2, 9:00am–3:00pm. Registration Fee: $20 (Includes lunch). Contact: cefs_info@ncsu.edu.  Sandhills Summer Cover Crops Demonstration, September 10, 2:00pm–4:00pm.  Location: Sandhills Research Station, Jackson Springs, N.C. Contact: Taylor Williams at 910-947-3177.  Establishing Cool Season Cover Crops in the Sandhills, September 29, 2:00pm–3:00pm. Location: Sandhills Research Station, Jackson Springs, N.C. Contact: Taylor Williams at 910-947-3177.
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