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August 14, 2006
Campaign NEWS
Successors.   Two House Democrats have made it known they are interested in succeeding Jim Black as House Speaker if he does not seek a fifth term. Rep. Bill Faison, D-Orange, and Rep. Jim Crawford, D-Granville, are telling colleagues of their interest in the job running the 120- member House. Faison, who is in his first term, said he'll run if Black is indicted. Faison won't say how many votes he has lined up, but he said some of his support is conditional on whether federal prosecutors charge Black. Crawford, who is in his 11th term, said he just wants to make sure people know he wants the job. He said he would not run if Black does. 

Illegal Donations. A Wake County Superior Court judge has ruled that House Speaker Jim Black must surrender $6,800 in illegal campaign donations he received from optometrists, upholding an earlier State Board of Elections decision. Judge James Spencer said that Black's campaign broke the law by taking more money than allowed from the political action committee of the N.C. State Optometric Society. 

10th House District. Willie Ray Starling says he has not ruled out appealing a decision by the State Board of Elections to hold a second GOP primary for the 10th House District. Starling, however, said that he would not ask for an order staying the election until a ruling on the appeal is made. Starling edged out Rep. Stephen LaRoque, R-Lenoir, in the May 2 primary, and is now slated to face him again Sept. 12. During a hearing Monday, the State Board of Elections voted unanimously to call for a second election after determining there were significant voting irregularities during the first primary. 

Hunt's Backing. Former Gov. Jim Hunt campaigned Saturday for Heath Shuler, the Democrat who is challenging U.S. Rep. Charles Taylor, a Republican, in the 11th Congressional District. Hunt attended a $100 per couple event that attracted about 400 people to the Blue Ridge Motion Picture Theater in Asheville. Shuler's challenge against Taylor is expected to be one of the more closely watched congressional races in the country. 

Withdrawing. Joel Raupe has announced that he is withdrawing from the 6th House District race because of health reasons. Raupe was challenging incumbent Arthur Williams, D-Beaufort. According to a press release, Raupe underwent tests at Beaufort County Hospital in May and was diagnosed with facet arthrothopy and spinal stenosis. "Fortunately, it's not a life threatening condition," Raupe said in a press release. "I've been suffering from moderate to severe chronic pain for many years, but beginning a year or two ago, it began to get worse," he said. Hope Van Dorp, chairwoman of the Beaufort County Republican Party, said the executive committees in Pitt and Beaufort counties would choose someone to replace Raupe on the November ballot. 
Business NEWS        
Another Violation. Ag-Mart, the company accused of hundreds of pesticide violations that might have caused birth defects in its workers’ children, was charged late last month by the state Department of Agriculture’s pesticide section.  The Florida-based company, which grows hundreds of acres of grape tomatoes in southeastern North Carolina, is accused of improperly training workers and not providing safety equipment to workers using methyl bromide.  The department fined the company $3,000 for violating several pesticide laws. 

Smithfield Forms Groupe Smithfield.  Smithfield Foods and its partner Oaktree Capital Management, LLC, completed the acquisition of Sara Lee Corp.'s European meat business, and announced that the 50/50 joint venture would be headquartered in Paris. Robert Sharpe, Smithfield's president of international operations, will become chief executive of Groupe Smithfield.  Groupe Smithfield paid $575 million plus up to $39 million in pension liabilities for Sara Lee's European meat brands.

Sara Lee Posts 4Q Profit. Chicago-based Sara Lee Corp. on Tuesday reported a fourth-quarter profit but dialed back its long-term guidance.  The company posted net income of $8 million, or 1 cent per share, for the quarter ended July 1, compared with a loss of $148 million, or 19 cents per share, for the same period a year ago.  Revenue rose to $4.1 billion from $4.03 billion last year.  For the year, profits dropped to $555 million, or 72 cents per share, from $719 million, or 90 cents per share, a year ago.  Because fiscal 2005 and 2006 came in below Sara Lee's earlier outlook, the company announced it does not believe it will hit its previously expected 12 percent operating margin and $14 billion in sales in fiscal 2010.  
Gold Kist Swings to Loss in Third Quarter. Citing a broiler glut and depressed export prices, Gold Kist Inc. swung to a loss in its fiscal third quarter. The Atlanta-based chicken processor posted a net loss of $7.3 million, or 14 cents per diluted share, for the three months ended July 1, compared with a net profit of $44.4 million, or 87 cents per share, a year ago. Revenues dropped to $505.3 million from $598.8 million in the same period last year.  Gold Kist CEO John Bekkers remained confident, however. "During the fourth fiscal quarter, we are optimistic that broiler prices will gradually strengthen as export demand improves and domestic supply and demand become more balanced," he said in a news release. 
Commodity NEWS        
Maple View Recalling Products.  Maple View Farm in central Orange County is recalling milk products distributed in six counties including Orange, Durham and Chatham, because the products possibly could contain excessive amounts of aflatoxin. At the moment, the recall essentially affects just one day's worth of milk from the farm along Dairyland Road, said Bob Nutter, founder and partner in the farm. Nutter said Thursday afternoon that more tests were scheduled for milk processed at the farm and that the results would determine whether any further recalls would be necessary. The dairy voluntarily recalled milk products distributed in the three counties along with Alamance, Wake and Lee counties, the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services reported. "The levels we found were slightly above the legal limits, and we wouldn't expect any adverse effects from the single [day] consumption of this milk," said Joe Reardon, director of the Food and Drug Protection Division. 

U.S. Beef Sells Out in One Day in Japan. The 5.1 tons of beef imported by Costco Wholesale Japan didn't last long. Piled into the meat cases of three Tokyo-area Costco stores on Wednesday morning, it was gone by late afternoon. The shipments of U.S. beef mark the first such beef to be exported to Japan since January.  A shipment of veal with spinal bone included caused Japan to close its market.  U.S. Meat Export Federation representatives were on hand, along with 60 representatives from Japanese media, to hand out samples of U.S. beef as well as literature cued to the "We Care" campaign USMEF has undertaken to reassure skittish Japanese consumers that beef from the United States is safe.

Farm Exports Help Narrow Trade Deficit. America’s trade deficit improved slightly in June as record sales of U.S. farm products and other exports blunted the impact of soaring crude oil prices.  The deficit for June dipped 0.3 percent to $64.8 billion, which was still the fifth-largest deficit on record.  The smaller deficit reflected the fact that U.S. exports rose a solid 2 percent to total a record $120.7 billion, a manifestation of record sales of American farm products and strong gains in other areas. 

Fruits and Vegetables Added to WIC.  The grocery shopping list for the Women, Infants and Children program is getting its first significant update since the 1970s.  Fruits, vegetables and whole grains are being added to the program, which helps feed more than half the babies born in the U.S.  To cover the cost, WIC will pay for less of the juice, eggs, cheese and milk that have been staples of the program.  The changes to the program were proposed Friday and will be finalized next year.  The revisions follow the advice of the federally chartered Institute of Medicine, which said WIC needs to reflect changes in science and society since it was created three decades ago. 
Corn Demand May Soon Outstrip Supply.    Depressed corn prices may have U.S. farmers feeling as if they’re being left out of the “ethanol gold rush,” but agriculture analysts said demand might soon outstrip supply, giving growers an upper hand.  Dozens of ethanol plants opened for business during the past year, putting 101 plants in operation nationwide.  An additional 37 are under construction, and seven more are in the process of major expansions.  Plants have popped up all over the U.S., largely predicated on record energy prices that have caused ethanol’s value to appreciate by 50 percent in the past 12 months.  The fuel-alcohol industry’s consumption of corn is expected to reach 2.15 billion bushels during the next year.  That’s compared with 1.6 billion this season and 1.32 billion in 2004-2005.

Brazil’s Soy Fields Shrink. Judging by early estimates of soy planting intentions for the next season, Brazilian farmers are turning their back on soybeans.  Early estimates put Brazil’s planted area down by at least 6 percent to 20 million hectares.  Brazil has expanded its soy fields almost yearly since 1995, with a minor reduction in 1998.  The 2005-2006 marketing year was the first time Brazil reduced its planted area since 1998. Many farmers in Mato Grasso, the No. 1 soy producing state, will switch to cotton.  Other areas will migrate to sugar cane, which has replaced soy for now as the country’s most-favored crop, thanks to high international sugar prices and rising local demand for ethanol. 
People in the NEWS

Named. Attorney General Roy Cooper has been named the chair of the Southern Region of the National Association of Attorney Generals. Cooper was chosen for the post at a recent meeting of state attorney generals and will hold the position for the next year. 

Appointments. Gov. Mike Easley announced the following appointment last week:  Colleen Hudak-Wise, Raleigh, to the North Carolina Pesticide Board. Hudak-Wise is the director of the agronomic division of the North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services.

USDA NEWS

U.S. Seeks to Ease Rules on Canadian Pork, Poultry.  The agriculture department has proposed changing rules that forbid importation of Canadian pork and poultry products processed in plants that also handle cattle. The rule was a risk mitigation protocol, but USDA says that since the risk of bovine spongiform encephalopathy affecting swine and poultry is extremely small, the rule is "inconsistent."  The rule, which has a comment period extending to October 10, would also allow identification of ruminants by means of tattoos or other means, rather than the present requirement of an ear tag. It also would allow the import of gelatin products made from cowhide.

Penn to Leave USDA.  J. B. Penn, under secretary of agriculture for farm and foreign agricultural services at the Agriculture Department, will leave the agency at the end of the month.   Penn, one of the agency's most high-profile officials, said he wants to return to the private sector. He has been known for leading trade delegations and technical teams to key trade partners such as Japan and China, and played an extensive role behind the scenes in the recent Doha Round World Trade Organization negotiations.
NCDA News

NC Agriculture. North Carolina agriculture officials said Tuesday that the state is strengthening protections for its agriculture industry in the face of avian flu and other threats. Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler and other experts outlined the state's protection reforms at a gathering with farmers and congressional leaders. At the forefront of the discussion was the much-publicized bird flu.  The Department of Agriculture has expanded its ability to test poultry from across the state, including a sample from every flock just before slaughter. The department estimates it spends about $200,000 a year on screening birds and has received almost $1 million in state and federal money to upgrade two labs in Raleigh. A state-supported task force of public health experts and farmers are developing safety goals for the industry. This year the task force successfully pushed the General Assembly to require the Department of Environment and Natural Resources to develop a food emergency response plan.  
Mark Your Calendar

The N.C. Agribusiness Council will hold its annual meeting on Monday, Aug. 14 starting at 5:00 p.m. A forum with candidates for North Carolina Supreme Court is held at 7 p.m., North Raleigh Hilton Hotel, 3415 Wake Forest Road, Raleigh. Contact: Andrea Moody, 457-0743.
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