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September 25, 2006
NC Legislative NEWS

Reform Proposals Delayed: Republican Mecklenburg County commissioners pushing for immigration reforms decided Tuesday to hear an early report from an immigration task force before making their own proposals. Commissioner Bill James said after hearing the report from the Mayor's Immigration Study

That he believes the county should move to deny services to illegal immigrants and check whether county contractors are hiring illegal workers. Both of those measures were defeated by the county board's six Democrats in December.  Alan Gordon, chairman of the study commission, said the group is still working out policy recommendations, and expects to submit a final report to elected officials in December. 
Washington NEWS

Migrant Worker Amendment on Border Fence Bill: Senate Minority Leader Harry Reid said Thursday that Democrats were adamant that they be allowed to offer amendments -- especially one that would streamline certification for migrant farm workers -- to legislation that would authorize a 700-mile fence along the Mexican border.  Majority Leader Bill Frist has expressed concern that Democrats might employ a strategy of offering amendments to paralyze the chamber, killing the bill.  The Senate had a vote scheduled for Thursday on a motion to proceed to the bill.  Reid said Democrats intended to push for the migrant farm worker language because it is urgently needed in agricultural fields.

Farm Programs: Two farm state senators say the Bush administration is trying to use World Trade Organization talks to force the dismantling of U.S. farm programs.  The administration has tried unsuccessfully in the past to cut U.S. farm subsidies, but legislation ratifying a trade agreement would be easier to clear through Congress, the senators said.  “It is clear this administration is hell bent on shredding the farm support program in the United States,” Sen. Kent Conrad said at a press conference Thursday.  Conrad and Sen. Byron Dorgan were responding to the news that U.S. Trade Representative Susan Schwab said Wednesday that an Australian proposal aimed at reviving global trade talks had potential.  The Australian plan includes a provision for the U.S. to cut subsidies for its farm industry by $5 billion 

Farm Disaster Aid: House Republican leaders want offsetting cuts in farm programs to pay for any disaster relief voted for farmers and ranchers, the Agriculture Committee chairman said Thursday -- a hurdle for proposals of $6.5 billion in aid.  Farm groups have urged Congress to vote on disaster aid before an upcoming recess ahead of the Nov. 7 elections.   
Legislators Challenge Smithfield/Premium Standard Merger:  Sen. Charles Grassley (R-Iowa) and Sen. Tom Harkin (D-Iowa) have asked the U.S. Department of Justice to take a closer look at the proposed merger between pork processors Smithfield Foods and Premium Standard Farms.  Smithfield announced its plans to buy Premium Standard.   In a letter to the Justice Department's antitrust division, Grassley contended the merger would hurt independent farmers by reducing the number of places they can sell their hogs.  The Justice Department could block the merger on antitrust grounds or require the companies to sell off some of their operations.  
Livestock Price Reporting Bill:  The U.S. Senate passed by unanimous consent a bill to reauthorize the Livestock Mandatory Price Reporting Act for five years.  The bill, passed by the House in late 2005, now goes to the White House for President Bush's signature.  The bill included provisions supported by the National Cattleman's Beef Association, the National Pork Producers Council, the American Farm Bureau Federation and the American Sheep Industry Association.

Protecting Textiles: U.S. Sens. Elizabeth Dole, R-N.C., and Lindsey Graham, R-S.C., have asked the Bush administration to find ways to protect the U.S. textile industry from countries that engage in unfair trade practices, including Vietnam. The two senators have also said they would block legislation that could lead to Vietnam winning permanent normal trade relations with the U.S. The senators wrote a letter to U.S. Trade Representative Susan Schwab concerning the issue, contending Vietnam's textile and apparel industry is heavily subsidized by the country's government. Allowing Vietnam greater access to the U.S. market will lead to more job losses in the textile industry in the Carolinas, which have been hurt in recent years by overseas competition, especially from China.
Environmental NEWS

No Storm Aid: Damage from Tropical Storm Ernesto in Camden and Pasquotank counties was not enough to qualify affected property owners for state or federal emergency disaster assistance. A total of 83 homes and businesses in the two counties received at least some damage from the remnants of Ernesto, Christy Saunders, emergency management coordinator for the two counties, said. In order for an area to be declared a state disaster, at least 25 homes or businesses have to report severe damage or been destroyed. To qualify as a federal disaster, at least 100 homes or businesses have to be damaged.   

Dry Spell Over: A recent series of storms has nearly ended North Carolina's long-standing drought, climate experts said. Forecasters are now wondering whether the saturated conditions will linger. Only the state's three westernmost counties -- Cherokee, Graham and Swain -- face moderate drought conditions, while another four are abnormally dry.
Business NEWS        
Incentives: Gov. Mike Easley has announced that Global Textile Alliance Inc. will receive $100,000 in state incentives for its plans to open a technology-driven textile mill to make mattress ticking in Reidsville. The $12.3 million plant in Rockingham County is expected to create 48 jobs over the next three years. 

Fire and Nuclear Safety: Five public interest groups are asking the Nuclear Regulatory Commission to look into suspending the operating license of Progress Energy’s Shearon Harris Plant or possibly levy hefty fines until the plant fixes longstanding flaws in fire safety systems. A petition, filed Wednesday,  contends that Progress Energy has relied indefinitely on compensatory measures, rather than correcting the problems.  Officials at Progress Energy and the NRC said Shearon Harris has taken temporary measures to ensure the plant is safe. “We are in compliance with fire safety regulations right now,” said Julie Hans, a spokeswoman for Progress Energy. Roger Hannah, a spokesman for the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, said Shearon Harris was meeting the safety standard that we expect them to adhere to.
Commodity NEWS        
Migrant Housing: The North Carolina Department of Labor is looking into who provided substandard housing to as many as 40 migrants hired to pick tomatoes in eastern North Carolina. Investigators say the workers, who were employed by Ag-Mart, were crowded into a former Club in Currie, where they had no hot water, no shower and too few beds.

They say whoever provided the housing violated a state law aimed at protecting migrant farm workers. Ag-Mart, a Florida-based agriculture company, is not required to provide housing for seasonal workers and is not the focus of the investigation. Ag-Mart stated workers are paid an average of $9 an hour during harvest, and that they should be able to afford decent housing.  

Gold Kist Introduces New Antibiotic-Free, Air-Chilled Chicken Products:  In response to the natural protein trend, Atlanta-based chicken processor Gold Kist Inc. unveiled a new line of chicken products raised without antibiotics. The Nature Select line comes from birds raised on a diet of corn, bran and soybean meal and processed using air chilling instead of the typical immersion chilling.  According to a statement by CEO John Bekkers, Gold Kist plans to offer a similar line of products for the foodservice segment in the future. 

Beef Checkoff Task Force to Present Recommendations:  After meeting three times this summer, the industry-wide Beef Checkoff Task Force drafted four recommendations to enhance the Beef Checkoff program: 1) the beef referendum process should be revised to allow producers to petition every five years for a referendum on continuing the Checkoff. A petition signed at county offices by 10 percent of producers will trigger USDA to conduct a vote within a year; 2) the per-head Checkoff rate should be adjusted to $2 to assure strong demand-building initiatives in the future and to offset 20 years of inflation. The 50-50 split between state beef councils and the Beef Board would remain the same; 3) the Federation of State Beef Councils should prioritize enhancing its identity to strengthen beef industry stakeholder understanding of the federation. Options such as changing its name from The Federation Division to The Beef Checkoff Federation could be considered; 4) any reference to the charter date of established national non-profit, industry-governed organizations should be eliminated from definition (1260.113c) in the Beef Promotion and Research Order to make the Checkoff more inclusive.  The recommendations now will be presented to national and state beef organizations. 

WHO Short on Cash to Fight Bird Flu:  The World Health Organization needs double its current funds to effectively fight avian influenza.  "We still are able to respond when there are outbreaks, but to be able to really work with countries to build up good surveillance systems and information systems, we do need more resources," Anders Nordstrom, acting head of WHO, told the Associated Press.  The agency needs about $100 million over two years for surveillance and response efforts, but only has half that amount, Nordstrom said.
People in the NEWS

Clean Water Management Trust Fund: Three people have been appointed to the board of trustees of the North Carolina Clean Water Management Trust Fund. House Speaker Jim Black appointed C. Lorance "Rance" Henderson of Morganton and Dr. Norman C.Camp, III of Raleigh to the CWMTF board while Governor Easley named Charles W. McGrady of Hendersonville to serve. Henderson, a retired educator, served as chairman of the Lake James Land Use Study Committee and the Lake James Task Force. Camp is also a retired educator and has served on the Raleigh Downtown Housing Improvement Corporation board of directors, the South Citizens Advisory Council for the City of Raleigh, the Partners for Environmental Justice and the Community Advocates for Parks in Southeast Raleigh. McGrady currently serves on the Henderson County Commission, and was National President of the Sierra Club from 1998-2000. 

Appointments: Gov. Mike Easley announced the following appointment last week: Barry Goldfarb, Cary, to the North Carolina Forestry Council. Goldfarb is head of the Forestry and Environmental Resources Department at N.C. State University.
USDA News

South Korea Keeps Option to Destroy or Reject Beef Shipments: South Korea is maintaining its option to destroy or send back shipments of U.S. boneless beef and temporarily suspend exports from a U.S. production facility if a shipment is found to contain small bone fragments or other problems.  South Korean officials, in a meeting this week with U.S. government officials, refused to back away from their “zero tolerance” stance on possible bone fragments found in shipments of boneless beef. USDA spokeswoman confirmed that U.S. officials in Seoul on Tuesday “pressed for an appropriate trade response to bone fragments, but Korean representatives haven’t agreed to revise their policies.” 

Free Trade Agreement with Oman: Congress gave final approval Tuesday to a free trade agreement with Oman, ending months of debate over a deal that will have few economic effects, but that came to stand for growing differences over U.S. trade policy.  The 63-61 Senate vote gives the go-ahead to a trade pact that would immediately end all duties on industrial and consumer products sold between the U.S. and the Arabian Gulf state.  Oman would remove duties on 87 percent of U.S. agricultural imports and eliminate all tariffs within 10 years.  
Mark Your Calendar

The Division of Water Quality will hold a public comment session on draft federal animal waste management permits on Monday, Sept. 25 at 7 p.m., James Sprunt Community College, Monk Auditorium, Kenansville. Contact: Todd Bennett, 715-6627.

The Division of Water Quality will hold a public comment session on draft federal animal waste management permits on Tuesday, Sept. 26 at 7 p.m., Martin Community College, Building 2 Auditorium, Williamston. Contact: Todd Bennett, 715-6627.

The Marine Fisheries Commission will meet on Thursday, Sept. 28 at 9 a.m. A public hearing is held at 7 p.m., Clam Digger Inn, Atlantic Beach. Contact: Nancy Fish, 252-726-7021.
The 2006 Forage School focusing on forage and hay production and operators of waste management systems will be held on Thursday, September 28, at the J.W. Faison Administrative Center in Jackson.  For more information, contact Heather Odom at 252-534-2711, or e-mail her at heather_odom@ncsu.edu.
The Division of Water Quality will hold a public comment session on draft federal animal waste management permits on Thursday, Sept. 28 at 7 p.m., Iredell County Center, 444 Bristol Drive, Statesville. Contact: Todd Bennett, 715-6627.

The Marine Fisheries Commission will meet on Friday, Sept. 29 at 8:30 a.m., Clam Digger Inn, Atlantic Beach. Contact: Nancy Fish, 252-726-7021.
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