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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.
Drought NEWS
Drought Conditions:  Thanks to last week's rains, nearly half of the state's 100 counties are now classified as being in a "moderate" drought, according to a government map released Thursday. Only 19 counties -- all in western North Carolina -- are still classified as having "extreme" drought conditions, the worst category. Tropical Storm Hanna will have further replenished water supplies. 

Legislative NEWS

Easley Declares Disaster Areas: Gov. Mike Easley has declared Cabarrus and Mecklenburg counties state disaster areas. The declaration makes residents and businesses in those counties eligible to apply for state disaster assistance to help with repairs from flooding caused by the remnants of Tropical Storm Fay, which drenched the region last week with 11.4 inches of rain over two days. Easley has also requested a U.S. Small Business Administration disaster declaration, which would make residents and business owners affected by the floods eligible to apply for low-interest federal loans. 
Commodity NEWS

N.C. Muscadine Season in Full Swing:  Muscadine grape lovers are enjoying the sweet taste of North Carolina’s official state fruit, with their arrival in grocery stores, farmers markets, roadside stands and pick your own farms. Early indications are 2008 will be a great muscadine season, with a good supply of grapes available. 

Livestock Producers Unite on COOL Procedure:  A coalition of livestock industry organizations has developed a unified approach to complying with mandatory country-of-origin labeling law, which takes effect Sept. 30. The coalition produced three country-of-origin affidavit/declaration statements. The statements and an "Industry Stakeholder Letter" are available at www.lmaweb.com. Click on the "COOL Materials 9/08" link. Livestock Marketing Association (LMA) said these statements are recommended to the livestock industry to establish and forward origin claims on livestock covered by COOL, including cattle (also veal), swine, sheep and goats.

Russia Names Banned U.S. Chicken Plants:  Russia will begin its ban of imports from 19 U.S. poultry plants on Sept. 1, Russia's animal and plant health regulatory agency Rosselkhoznadzor announced last Friday.  Case Farms in Dudley and N.C.House of Raeford Farms in Raeford, N.C. were on the list.   "Joint Russian-U.S. inspections of U.S. poultry processing plants at the end of July and the beginning of August showed a number of inspected plants do not fully observe the agreed standards," Rosselkhoznadzor said.  22 Tyson plants received warnings because Russia said its inspectors had not been allowed to visit some poultry farms and had not received results of a probe into a possible excess of arsenic in some U.S. poultry supplied to Russia. 
EU Lifts Ban on Chinese Poultry Imports:  The European Union decided to lift a six-year import ban on Chinese poultry effective last Tuesday. Nine Chinese poultry companies, all located in the country's eastern Shandong Province, have been approved to export heat-treated poultry meat products to the EU. Total poultry exports from China to the EU could reach 100,000 tons, or $1 billion in sales. The EU has banned imports of Chinese poultry since 2004, following an outbreak of bird flu in the country's mainland.  The EU continues to uphold an 11-year ban on imports of U.S. poultry, despite reports earlier this year that it could be lifted.  U.S. poultry producers estimate that exports to the EU could be worth between $200 million and $300 million, if the ban were lifted. 

Corn, Soybean Crop Conditions Decline From Week Ago:  USDA rated 61 percent of the U.S. corn crop in good or excellent condition in the week ended Aug. 31, down from 64 percent rated as such a week ago, but still above the 59 percent rated good or excellent at this time last year.  In its weekly Crop Progress report, USDA rated 57 percent of the U.S. soybean crop in good or excellent condition, down from 61 percent a week ago and compared to 56 percent at this time last year.  Corn crop development remained behind, with 83 percent of the crop in the dough stage, compared to 95 percent last year. The corn crop was 45 percent dented, compared to 75 percent last year. Just 6 percent of the corn crop was rated as mature, compared to 21 percent at this time last year and the five-year average of 16 percent.  USDA said 94 percent of the soybean crop was setting pods, compared to 98 percent at this time last year. 

Business NEWS

New Owners Hope to Expand NC Food Distributor:  A family operated food supply company is getting a group of owners who say they want to create 400 new jobs in the Greensboro area. Two of the executives buying Southern Foods from the Nussbaum family say that they expect to triple the company's local work force from 200 to as many as 600 employees. H. Trey Pounders will be the new president of Southern Foods. He says he's planning an aggressive marketing program that looks for more sales in existing markets and expansions to new territory.  The sale is expected to close on Sept. 12. An amount has not been disclosed. 

Duke’s Solar Power Plans:  As part of its $100 million solar plan in North Carolina, Duke Energy Carolinas is seeking bids from solar-power companies to supply equipment and installation services. Early next year, Duke wants to start installing electricity-generating solar panels at up to 850 N.C. homes and buildings. The program would produce at least 16 megawatts of power, enough to serve 2,600 homes. The proposal was announced in June and requires approval by the N.C. Utilities Commission. The company plans to compensate homeowners, businesses and other entities that offer their roofs or land for the program, based on the size of the installation and amount of electricity generated. Duke wants to complete all installations by late 2010. 
Transfer Tax:  Clay County voters overwhelmingly rejected a tax on real estate sales on Friday. The measure failed 61 percent to 39 percent, according to unofficial election results. Hoping to build a new primary school, Clay was the 20th county seeking to triple the land transfer tax. Friday's vote marks the 20th time the tax has been rejected. 
Standard and Poor’s Cuts Tyson Debt Rating:  Standard & Poor's Ratings Services said on Friday it lowered the corporate credit ratings on Tyson Foods Inc. and its wholly owned subsidiary, Tyson Fresh Meats Inc., to 'BB' from 'BBB'. "All of the ratings on Tyson Foods and Tyson Fresh Meats remain on CreditWatch with negative implications, where we placed them on June 19, 2008, reflecting our concerns that Tyson Foods may face even higher near-term commodity costs than our previous expectations," the rating agency said in a news release.   On Thursday, Tyson announced it plans to offer for sale 20 million shares of common stock and $450 million in convertible senior notes due 2013.
People NEWS
New Golden LEAF President:  Dan Gerlach, a top economic adviser to Gov. Mike Easley, has been selected to lead Golden LEAF Foundation. At a meeting in Rocky Mount, the foundation’s board directed its personnel committee to make an offer to Gerlach and negotiate the details, with a goal of having him take over as the foundation's president on Oct. 1. Foundation officials said they were attracted to Gerlach because he has experience in rural areas, understands the legislature and economic development.  
USDA NEWS  
NC Receives Value-Added Grants:  Ag Secretary Ed Schafer announced the selection of 144 recipients in 37 states and the territory of Puerto Rico to receive more than $19 million in USDA Rural Development assistance under the Value-Added Producer Grant program.  Value-Added Producer Grants may be used for feasibility studies or business plans, working capital for marketing value-added agricultural products and for farm-based renewable energy projects. The Canola Farmers Group received a $100,000 grant, Blue Ridge Food Ventures received $15,500, and Holly Grove Farms received $68,000.

Commodity Credit Corporation Lending Rates for September:  The USDA's Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) announced interest rates for September 2008.  The CCC borrowing rate-based charge is 2.250, down from 2.375 in August 2008.  For 1996 and subsequent crop year commodity and marketing assistance loans, the interest rate for loans disbursed during September 2008 is 3.250, down from 3.375 in August 2008.  The interest rate for farm storage facility loans approved for September 2008 is 3.625, unchanged from August 2008.  The interest rate for sugar storage facility loans for September 2008 is 4.500 percent, unchanged from August 2008.  The maximum discount rate applicable for September 2008 for the Tobacco Transition Payment Program is 7 percent, unchanged from August 2008.  This is based on the 5 percent prime rate plus 2 percent, rounded to the nearest whole number.
2007 Crop Counter-Cyclical Payments:  Ag Secretary Ed Schafer announced that USDA's Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) will issue $82 million in final 2007 counter-cyclical payments (CCP) to eligible producers with enrolled peanut base acres in the Direct and Counter-cyclical Program (DCP).  The final CCP rate for producers with enrolled peanut base acres is $49 per short ton. Peanut farmers who accepted the first partial payment in February 2008 of $7.60 per ton, are now due an additional $41.40 per ton. No partial or final 2007-crop counter-cyclical payments were made for wheat, barley, and oats because prices averaged well above levels that would trigger counter-cyclical payments.  Final 2007-crop counter-cyclical payments for other commodities will be announced when final average farm prices for the marketing year become available. These prices are scheduled to be released by the National Agricultural Statistics Service as follows: Oct. 10, 2008, for upland cotton; Oct. 31, 2008, for corn, grain sorghum and soybeans; and Jan. 30, 2009, for rice. For more information visit your local FSA office or go to http://www.fsa.usda.gov.

Court Sides With USDA on BSE Testing:  USDA can prohibit meat packers from testing cattle for bovine spongiform encephalopathy, a federal appeals court ruled late last week.   The ruling by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia overturns an earlier federal court decision stating Kan.-based processor Creekstone Farms Premium Beef must be allowed to test for BSE because USDA can only regulate disease "treatment." The test doesn't qualify as a treatment, the ruling said, because there is no cure for BSE and the test is conducted on dead animals. However, the appeals court ruled that a diagnosis can be deemed a facet of treatment. "And we owe USDA a considerable degree of deference in its interpretation of the term," Judge Karen LeCraft Henderson wrote.  USDA argues the rareness of the disease doesn't call for expanded testing, and that expanded testing doesn't guarantee food safety. In fact, the government contends, the testing could create a false positive.  The case now returns to the district court, where Creekstone can make further arguments. 
Mexico Suspends Exports of Meat, Poultry to U.S.:  Mexico voluntarily has suspended exports of meat and processed poultry product to the United States while the government implements corrective actions to its food safety system. The voluntary suspension stems from a routine annual audit of Mexico's food safety system that USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service conducted between June 24 and July 31.   FSIS later dispatched a high-level delegation to Mexico to discuss the audit findings with Mexican officials and to address the corrective actions necessary to ensure the safety of the meat and poultry products being processed in Mexico's plants.   During that meeting, U.S. officials approved Mexico's proposed compliance plan.
Mark Your Calendar
The State Water Infrastructure Commission will meet on Tuesday, Sept. 9 at 10:00 a.m., Albert Coates Building, Raleigh. 

The North Carolina Pesticide Board will meet on Tuesday, Sept. 9 at 10:00 a.m., Gov. James Martin Bldg., State Fairgrounds, Raleigh. Contact: 733-3556. 
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