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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 Bill to Help N.C. Small Farmers:  U.S. Rep. Bob Etheridge (D-Lillington) introduced legislation that would change a provision in the 2008 Farm Bill that could unintentionally suspend farm payments for thousands of farmers.  The “10-base acre provision” in the Farm Bill was intended to prevent farmers who own less than 10 acres from receiving payments, but the USDA’s interpretation of the law would prevent farmers who hold leases for several small farms that add up to more than 10 acres from receiving payments as well.  Etheridge’s legislation, H.R. 6849, will clarify the intent of Congress for this section of the Commodity Title. The legislation directs the USDA to allow aggregation of base acres and will allow producers to combine multiple farms into one farm through the reconstitution process. 

Dole Signs On to Bipartisan Energy Proposal:  Republican Sen. Elizabeth Dole has joined with a group of senators who have prepared a plan to deliver offshore drilling with a package of alternative energy investments.  Dole's Democratic rival, Kay Hagan, backed the proposal last month and had urged Dole to do so.  The measure opens up additional areas in the Gulf of Mexico for drilling. Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia would have the option of allowing exploration if it's at least 50 miles offshore.  The compromise includes tax credits for the purchase of fuel efficient vehicles and some billions of dollars for research and development. 

Immigration NEWS

Smithfield Joins ICE Program:  The Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency announced it has expanded its ICE Mutual Agreement Between Government and Employers (IMAGE) program to 46 members from nine charter members, adding Smithfield, among others, to its roster of participants.  To join the program, employers have to undergo a thorough audit of their hiring procedures by ICE, including a review of I-9s. Companies also pledge to adopt best practices, such as sign up for E-Verify, in screening applicants to show that they are taking every precaution against hiring undocumented workers for open positions. 

Drought NEWS

Drought Conditions:  State officials cautioned Thursday that while rains from Tropical Storm Hanna appear to have helped some counties struggling with drought, it is too early to determine whether the rain will have a lasting effect. According to a federal drought map released Thursday, more than 20 central and southern counties that had been considered in "moderate drought" have been downgraded to abnormally dry, while a handful have been moved out of that shortage category altogether. The regions that have shown the most improvement -- including Cumberland, Lee and Harnett counties -- are those where Hanna dropped its heaviest rains. But Woody Yonts, the chairman of the state's Drought Management Advisory Council, said that Hanna's help may be short-lived. The remnants of Tropical Storm Fay, which passed over western North Carolina in August, helped recharge topsoil and fill some reservoirs but failed to pull the region out of a shortage, Yonts said. Many of those western counties are still in extreme or severe droughts. "We're pleased with what we got," Yonts said. "(But) we still want people to conserve water and continue to use it efficiently."
Commodity NEWS

Reynolds American to Cut 570 Jobs:  Reynolds American Inc. and its tobacco unit, R.J. Reynolds, said Tuesday they would cut about 570 jobs, or 10 percent of their American work force, as cigarette sellers prepare to compete more aggressively for sales of smokeless tobacco products. The company expects the job cuts at its headquarters in Winston-Salem, N.C., to save $100 million by the end of 2010 and $55 million a year after that. "The steps we are taking support R.J. Reynolds' ongoing evolution to a 'total tobacco' business model that includes both cigarettes and innovative smokeless tobacco products," said Daniel Delen, chief executive of R.J. Reynolds Tobacco Co.

Demand for Beef, Pork Lost Ground to Chicken and Turkey:  Domestic demand for both beef and pork fell, while broiler and turkey demand rose so far this year, according to the University of Missouri.   The January-July demand index calculated by University of Missouri economists Glenn Grimes and Ron Plain showed domestic beef demand down 3.7 percent, pork demand down 3.9 percent, broiler demand up 0.8 percent and turkey demand up 3.5 percent from a year ago.   
Small Decline in World Cotton Mill Use:  World cotton mill use is expected to decline by 1 percent in 2008-09 to 26.2 million tons, due to slower global economic growth and higher prices of cotton relative to polyester, predicts the International Cotton Advisory Committee.  

Russia Aims to Cut Poultry Imports:  The Russian Agriculture Ministry has suggested cutting all imports of poultry by 17 percent in 2009, and also called on U.S. producers to alter their production technology at poultry plants.   Minister Alexei Gordeyev previously announced that Russia planned to cut imports of pork and poultry to reduce a buildup that was "no longer in Russia's interests." This announcement comes on the heels of Russia's decision last week to ban poultry imports from 19 U.S. producers. "We have banned poultry produced using the outdated technology of disinfection with chlorine," said Gennady Onishchenko, Russia’s chief sanitary doctor.  

Business NEWS

Ag-Mart Employees Testify:  The State Pesticide Board conducted a hearing last week to determine whether the Florida-based tomato company violated worker safety laws by forcing workers to labor in freshly sprayed fields. Ag-Mart says it did not endanger workers on its farms. Francisca Herrera, who gave birth to a son with no arms or legs, described being repeatedly exposed to pesticides.  When the hearing continues in November, Ag-Mart lawyers say, they will offer testimony from Sostenes Salazar, who worked alongside Herrera in Ag-Mart’s fields and bore a child with a deformed jaw in early 2005. They say Salazar will testify that she was never sprayed. After the hearing Wednesday, Ag-Mart lawyers said Herrera’s testimony proved nothing.
Ike’s Affecting Gas Supply, Prices: As the nation's most recent hurricane took aim at Texas and its oil refineries Thursday, the storm caused the wholesale price of gas to rise and forced some stations in North Carolina to restrict fuel sales.  Oil analysts said there's no way to predict how Ike will affect gas supplies or prices.  But one thing appears certain. Even under the best of circumstances, the storm will pump up fuel costs in the short term.  On Thursday, the average in the region had reached $3.64.

Caldwell Furniture Company Gets NC Grant to Expand:  Gov. Mike Easley said that Broyhill Furniture Industries Inc. has received a $2 million grant to consolidate two of its manufacturing plants into its Lenoir facility and expand operations there.  
People NEWS
Deaths:  Former Sen. J.J. "Monk" Harrington died Wednesday morning.  Harrington represented Bertie County in the Senate from 1963 to 1988. He served as Senate leader from 1985 to 1988. 
Campaign NEWS

Obama, Farm Groups Blast Mccain's Anti-Ethanol Position:  Democratic presidential candidate Sen. Barack Obama's campaign has joined farm leaders in criticizing Republican nominee Sen. John McCain's opposition to government support for ethanol. He has also taken aim at the Republican delegates' decision at the GOP convention to approve a platform calling for the repeal of the renewable fuel standard. The National Corn Growers Association president, Ron Litterer, issued a statement that the Republican platform "fails to understand the overwhelming evidence of the value of ethanol to U.S. citizens." Former Agriculture Secretary John Block, a McCain adviser, said he does not think the renewable fuels standard will be repealed. "McCain is trying to control spending. He will be tough on subsidies of all kinds." 

Offshore Drilling:  Republican U.S. Rep. Robin Hayes has released a television ad criticizing his Democratic opponent, Larry Kissell,  for not supporting plans to open North Carolina's coast to drilling. Kissell has said he wants oil companies to drill on lands already leased to them. 
USDA NEWS  
Sept. 16 Disaster Assistance Deadline:  Farmers and ranchers who are eligible for disaster assistance under certain new Supplemental Agricultural Disaster Assistance programs for losses caused by natural disasters in calendar year 2008, but who are not fully covered by crop insurance or the Noninsured Crop Disaster Assistance Program (NAP), only have until Sept. 16, 2008, to pay the "buy-in" fee for 2008 crops, including grazing lands. The 'buy-in" waiver applies to SURE, TAP, LFP and ELAP for 2008 crop production and livestock losses.  For more information contact your local FSA County Office.  

Ag Secretary Says Ethanol too Dependent on Subsidies:  Signalling a possible shift in the administration's postion on ethanol subsidies, U.S. Ag Secretary Ed Schafer said this week that cuts in government ethanol subsidies are needed. USDA and the EPA will roll out a biofuels action plan within the next few weeks, Schafer said. The plan will lay out what elements of the biofuels industry the government sees as sustainable and outline the government's ability to support the industry.

USDA Cuts Corn, Soybean Forecasts:  USDA said it cut its forecasts for the 2008 U.S. corn and soybean crops to slightly below market expectations but its projections would still result in the second largest corn crop and the fourth largest soybean crop on record. USDA put corn production at 12.07 billion bushels, down 2 percent from last month and 8 percent below 2007.   USDA forecast U.S. soybean production at 2.93 billion bushels, down 1 percent from the August forecast but up 13 percent from last year.

USDA Raises Beef Export Forecast:  USDA raised its beef export forecasts for both 2008 and 2009 based on strengthening exports to Asia. In its monthly World Supply and Demand Report, USDA forecast beef exports in 2008 at 1.841 billion pounds, up from 1.725 billion forecast in August and raised its 2009 export forecast to 2.06 billion from 1.915 billion in August.

FSIS Rule Excludes ‘Wet Tare’ Method:  USDA's FSIS has issued a final rule, "Determining Net Weight Compliance for Meat and Poultry Products," that excludes the "wet-tare" method.  The omission is a response to a petition from the American Meat Institute and other trade associations. 
 NCDA NEWS
N.C. State Fair Competition Deadlines Quickly Approaching:  The State Fair has made competition registration easier this year by accepting some entries online as well as by paper. Entries for the following categories will be accepted by either method through Sept. 24: Forage, Flower & Garden, Horticulture, Arts & Photography, Bees & Honey, 4-H, Culinary, Clothing, Home Furnishings and Handicrafts & Hobbies. Poultry and Rabbit entries can be submitted online through Sept. 15. The deadline for the livestock competitions is Sept. 15.  Online registrations upload directly to the State Fair Entry Department and exhibitors can add or delete entries until a category’s deadline. For more info, visit www.ncstatefair.org.
Mark Your Calendar

Commodity Regional Meetings to discuss issues impacting NC agriculture have been set for September 23, 2008 Vernon James Res and Ext Center, 207 Research Station Rd, Plymouth, NC; October 7, 2008 Forsyth Extension Center, 1450 Fairchild Road, Winston Salem, NC; October 22, 2008 University Club, 4200 Hillsborough Street, Raleigh, NC; December 3, 2008 Mountain Horticultural Crops Res and Ext Center, 455 Research Drive, Mills River [Fletcher], NC.  The format for the meetings will include brief remarks by Dean Johnny Wynne of NCSU’s College of Ag and Life Sciences followed by an open forum for questions and discussion. All sessions will be held from 11:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. with a sponsored lunch. These meetings are open to commodity leadership and membership.  You can attend multiple meetings if so desired. Register at least one week in advance of each meeting at http://harvest.cals.ncsu.edu/applications/cals_registration/index.cfm?eventID=197.
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