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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.
Drought NEWS

Hay Shipments:  The first shipment of hay bought by the state for resale to livestock farmers will be delivered to six sites across North Carolina in early January, Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler announced last week.  The six distribution sites were chosen because of their proximity to areas with large livestock populations where the need for hay is great. Large and small bales will be available at each of the following locations: Mountain Research Station, 265 Test Farm Road, Waynesville; Upper Mountain Research Station, 8004 N.C. Highway 88 East, Laurel Springs;  Piedmont Research Station, 8350 Sherrills Ford Road, Salisbury;  Piedmont Triad Farmers Market, 2914 Sandy Ridge Road, Colfax;  Caswell Research Farm, 2415 W. Vernon Ave., Kinston;  Oxford Tobacco Research Station, 300 Providence Road, Oxford.  The department has placed an initial order for 36 truckloads of hay, which will be distributed evenly among the six locations. Delivery dates for each site are still being finalized. As livestock owners buy up the hay, the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services will purchase additional loads. Livestock owners should contact the department’s toll-free Hay Alert hotline at 1-866-506-6222 or log on to www.ncagr.com/HayAlert for information.

Increase in Hay Reimbursements:  Amid increasing costs for hay shipments, Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler today announced higher reimbursement limits for two programs aimed at helping drought-stricken livestock owners with the cost of transporting hay to their farms. The programs will now reimburse livestock owners up to $500 for a load of hay moved from out of state. Livestock owners may seek cost-share funds for up to three loads. The higher limits are possible because the Council of State recently approved $250,000 in emergency funds for the cost-share programs. Previously, payments were limited to $300 for a single load of hay. Reimbursements will be made on a first-come, first-served basis as long as funding is available.  Meanwhile, Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler announced last week that the state has received its first shipment of hay to distribute and sell to farmers.  Call the department’s Hay Alert hotline at 1-866-506-6222 or log on to www.ncagr.com/hayalert for more information.

Hay-Relief Donation:  The N.C. Synod of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America has donated $18,000 to help North Carolina farmers cope with a massive hay shortage brought on by extreme drought, Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler announced today.  The funding will assist the Ag and Equine Partners hay relief programs. The N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services set up the programs to help livestock and horse owners defray a portion of the cost of transporting hay from outside the state to their farms.  In addition to the original contribution to the department’s relief programs, the Lutheran synod has started “No Hay in the Manger,” an effort to collect hay-relief donations from its Lutheran members and the community. Almost $2,000 was donated in the first weeks. See www.nclutheran.org to contribute. 

Drought Conditions: Gov. Mike Easley said Thursday that North Carolinians still aren't doing enough to curb water use during the drought. Easley now wants local governments to hike prices for residents who use more water than necessary. The plan would keep prices low for necessary water use but "significantly" raise the price of water on customers who use excessive amounts. Easley said during a meeting of the Drought Management Advisory Council, a panel of local and state officials, that he wants the plan to remain permanent for long-term conservation.  Water usage dropped about 30 percent between August and the end of October after Easley issued a call to cut water usage by 50 percent. But water use has crept back up. Easley plans to convene a meeting in Greensboro on Jan. 14 of representatives of the 30 systems with the lowest supplies to make sure they have back-up sources of water and emergency plans in place. The representatives also will discuss plans to connect their systems to those with more plentiful supplies. Currently, 78 of the state's 100 counties are experiencing "exceptional" drought, the most intensive category of drought, according to the U.S. Drought Monitor. At Thursday's meeting, weather forecasters issued a bleak outlook for the next six months, noting that the La Nina climate pattern is driving wet weather away from the drought-parched Southeast. They expect that to continue through the spring, bringing lower-than-normal precipitation.

Crop Losses: A new state report released Monday found that North Carolina's crop economy will lose more than half a billion dollars in 2007 because of the drought. The preliminary estimates prepared for the state's Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services found that soybean farmers suffered the biggest loss with about $130 million in damages. A total of $382 million in losses will directly hit farms while the remainder will cut into the state's related economic activity. The numbers did not count losses for the livestock, poultry and dairy industries that have also struggled through the drought. Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler said those severe losses set up the industry for even more trouble next year, and the report indicates most of the drought's impact will be felt in the future through poor yields and quality. 
Water Conservation: North Carolina's booming population will make it increasingly difficult for state officials to prevent long-term water shortages unless North Carolina seeks new water conservation methods, experts told hundreds of state and local leaders last week. If simple technology solutions such as low-flow shower heads aren't used, governments will have to consider limits on residential growth or the development of smaller, more expensive water reservoirs, said John Morris, director of the N.C. Division of Water Resources. "Our ability to add to our supply of water is going to level off because we're only working with the same amount of rainfall," Morris said. The meeting, dubbed the Strategic Water Technology Conference, was billed as a discussion of long-term solutions, but it also underscored the urgency of the state's worsening drought.  Conservation leaders shared ideas on capturing rainwater, water reclamation and the use of drought-tolerant plants. 
NCDA NEWS

New Chemical Rules May Affect Farmers:  Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler reminds farmers and agribusinesses that store certain chemicals that they may be affected by a new U.S. Department of Homeland Security regulation. The new rule requires facilities that fall under the guidelines to fill out an assessment form or face possible penalties. "North Carolina farmers and agribusinesses storing fertilizers, pesticides and other chemicals might be affected by this regulation. We want farmers to be aware of this change and review their materials to see if they need to complete an assessment form or not," Troxler said. "The deadline for filling out the required form is Jan. 19, so every farmer needs to look at the list and quantities of chemicals involved as quickly as possible to be sure they are in compliance. Farmers with questions about the requirements should contact the U.S. Department of Homeland Security."  Information on how to register in order to complete the assessment is available on the Department of Homeland Security's Web site at www.dhs.gov/chemicalsecurity . "We urge farmers and agribusiness officers to get started on this right away," Troxler said. "We are concerned that DHS may be overwhelmed by the response as the deadline approaches."
USDA NEWS

USDA Touts Animal ID Progress:  The U.S. Department of Agriculture's Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service has recorded 429,600 premises registered nationwide as part of the National Animal Identification System, with substantial increases this year in the number of premises registered.  This month, Nebraska became the 10th state to register at least 50 percent of its total estimated production agriculture premises under NAIS.  Other states that have topped the 50 percent mark include Idaho, Indiana, Michigan, Nevada, New York, North Dakota, Pennsylvania, Utah and Wisconsin. 
Legislative NEWS        
Wright Moves: Rep. Thomas Wright turned himself in to authorities, appearing before a Wake County magistrate on six felony charges for illegally obtaining or misusing more than $350,000. Wright, D-New Hanover, was released on a $50,000 unsecured bond and his next court appearance was Dec. 31, according to the Wake County Magistrate's Office. Prosecutors accuse Wright of fraudulently obtaining $160,000 in bank loans for a foundation he led in Wilmington and for converting $185,000 in campaign contributions to his personal use. A grand jury indicted Wright this week on five counts of obtaining property by false pretense and a sixth on obstruction of justice. If convicted on all counts, he could face up to 11 years in prison. Two legislative committees are investigating his actions, raising the possibility that the House could remove him from office in a vote. Wright has refused to resign his seat despite calls to do so by House Speaker Joe Hackney and Gov. Mike Easley back in May, when the State Board of Elections referred Wright's case to prosecutors after a public hearing. Hackney said Wednesday that the Legislative Ethics Committee would hold a public hearing in February to look into allegations Wright misused his office to obtain a bank loan. The hearing would give Wright a chance to respond to the allegations and call witnesses. A separate House committee created by Hackney late Thursday will review only the specific allegations made in the indictments. Both committees could recommend the House censure Wright or remove him from office. If that occurs, the full House would vote on a punishment. 

Commodity NEWS        
Seafood and Aquaculture: A new law requiring saltwater recreational anglers to get a license has brought the state $5.7 million in fees, state officials told the Joint Legislative Commission on Seafood and Aquaculture. Since the law took effect Jan. 1, nearly 460,000 licenses have been sold in the state.  In addition, commission members learned that the Division of Marine Fisheries is filtering out proposals to use $20 million in bonds authorized by the 2007 session of the General Assembly to pay for waterfront access projects. Louis Daniel, director of the Division of Marine Fisheries, said that staff members and committees are already working to identify and gather information on proposed projects. He said he hopes to announce the projects chosen for funding by February 2008. 

Gestation Crates:  Colorado pork producers have voluntarily pledged to transition to group housing for pregnant sows on their farms over a 10-year period.  "Although animal welfare experts and professional groups have found no one method of housing gestating sows that is clearly better than the other when managed properly, some concerns have been voiced about the use of individual stalls for pregnant sows," Colorado Pork Producers Council Executive Director Ivan Steinke said in a news release.  The change could impact more than 90 percent of the sows in Colorado.
Canada Reports Another Case of BSE:  The Canadian Food Inspection Agency on Tuesday confirmed the diagnosis of bovine spongiform encephalopathy in a 13-year-old beef cow from Alberta, noting that the agency has the animal's carcass under its control and no part of it entered the human food or animal feed systems. The latest discovery marks the 11th case of BSE to befall Canada since its first in a native-born animal in May 2003, which prompted many export markets to ban Canadian beef.   In May of this year, the World Organization for Animal Health designated Canada as a controlled-risk country for BSE, acknowledging the effectiveness of its controls and effectively allowing the export of beef from Canadian cattle of any age.  "This case will not affect Canada's risk status," CFIA said in a news release. 
Business NEWS

Pickle Drop:  Mt. Olive Pickle Company held its annual pickle drop on New Year’s Eve.   New this year was a canned food drive to benefit the Food Bank of Central & Eastern North Carolina.   The event started at 6 p.m. and the three-foot, glowing pickle made its descent down the company’s flagpole at 7 p.m., which is midnight Greenwich Mean Time.

Mark Your Calendar

The 2008 North Carolina Aquaculture Development Conference will be held on Friday, Jan. 18, Sheraton Atlantic Beach Hotel, Atlantic Beach. Registration can be completed online at www.ncaquaculture.org.

The N.C. AgriTourism Networking Association will hold its second annual workshop on Friday, Feb. 1 at 8 a.m., Caraway Conference Center near Asheboro. Contact: Martha Glass, 733-7887.
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