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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

Drought Conditions: Gov. Mike Easley says that last week's rains did little to ease drought conditions gripping the state. All of North Carolina's 100 counties remain listed on the latest federal drought map under one of the three most severe levels of drought. “We all must continue our strong conservation efforts so we are able to make the most out of the modest water we did receive since the extremely dry conditions are predicted to continue,” Easley said. The latest federal drought map shows 67 counties listed in the exceptional drought category, the worst level. Twenty counties were listed as being in an extreme drought while and 13 were in a severe drought category. Eleven counties moved from exceptional to extreme due to the recent rainfall - Bladen, Graham, Jones, Lenoir, Onslow, Pender, Pitt, Robeson, Stokes, Surry and Yadkin. As of Thursday, about 5.45 million North Carolinians, or 80 percent of those served by water systems tracked by the state, are subject to water use restrictions. 

Drought Preparations: State and local government officials are bracing for what may be another year marked by severe drought conditions. State agriculture officials are preparing for a potentially devastating year for crops and livestock, while local governments are eyeing emergency plans -- and expensive solutions – for water systems on the brink of crisis. John Morris, director of the North Carolina Division of Water Resources, said the state is the point where it needs a "good solid plan" to conserve water. That plan, he said, may include water rationing if conditions worsen. North Carolina Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler said if 2007's weather repeats itself, the state's agriculture business will be devastated. Farmers lost an estimated $382 million in crops in the past year, and Troxler said the ground is now so dry that there isn't enough moisture to germinate crops. The drought is also starting to hit the budgets of local governments. Durham is spending to pump water out of a quarry and is looking at treating the muddy water below the usual intakes in two of its reservoirs. City leaders are also considering spending more than $60 million to permanently expand its reserves to Lake Jordan and the abandoned quarry. Elsewhere, Siler City is spending an extra $1 million to accelerate a pipeline to the water supply of Sanford. Rocky Mount and Wilson are connecting their water resources with an emergency pipeline that will cost $1.26 million. Forecasters don't expect any immediate relief. The National Weather Service expects a weather pattern that usually brings below-average rainfall to remain through the spring. The weather service puts the chances of North Carolina getting enough rain to ease the drought at less than 10 percent. 

Outdoor Burning: North Carolina officials said Wednesday that recent rains have made conditions safer for controlled fires, and temporarily lifted the state's ban on outdoor burning. The burning will help reduce built-up underbrush and forest vegetation that could lead to larger and more intense wildfires later in the year, especially during the spring fire season, said Bill Ross, secretary of the North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources. State officials will continue to monitor conditions and could reinstate the ban if conditions change.
Business NEWS

Smithfield & Iowa Workers Reach Agreement:  After bargaining since last October, nearly 1,000 workers represented by the United Food and Commercial Workers Local 1142 at Smithfield Foods' John Morrell plant in Sioux City, Iowa, ratified a new four-and-a-half-year contract agreement, the union announced.  The new contact establishes wage increases including $1.50/hour base wage increases over the life of the contract for production workers and $1.65/hour base wage increases for maintenance workers. It also increases sick pay, maintains pension security and offers affordable health care, with no co-premium increases in the first or last half year of the contract, UFCW said.

Gas Tax: North Carolina's gasoline tax is now as high as it can go under state law. As of January 1, motorists are paying 30.15 cents per gallon to the state. The tax went up 0.2 cent per gallon as a portion of the tax is tied to rising and falling wholesale fuel prices. The tax would have gone even higher if state lawmakers and Gov. Mike Easley had not agreed last year to cap the tax, which is used for road improvements and transportation needs.  The 30.15 cents per gallon includes 29.9 cents in gasoline taxes and a 0.25-cent fuel inspection fee. North Carolina uses the gas tax as its main way to pay for road improvements and other transportation needs. As of July 2007, just 14 other states had higher gas tax rates, according to the American Petroleum Institute. But highway use tax, NC’s second source for transportation money, is lower than some of its neighbors. 
Campaign NEWS

Cunningham Quits: Rep. Pete Cunningham (D) of Charlotte resigned his House seat effective Dec. 31, only announcing the decision on Thursday. Cunningham said that he is leaving the House because of his age and a desire to cut back on some activities. Local Democratic Party officials will choose a Cunningham’s replacement.

McHenry Challenger: Lance Sigmon, an attorney and retired U.S. Air Force officer, has announced plans to challenge fellow Republican and U.S. Rep. Patrick McHenry in November's election. Sigmon spent 21 years in the Air Force, serving at times as Chief Appellate Counsel for the Air Force and later as a military judge. The announcement will provide McHenry with a GOP challenger in the May primary. Democrats Daniel Johnson and Steve Ivester have also declared themselves candidates for the seat. McHenry first won election to Congress in 2004 after serving  in the state House. 

Running: Sen. David Hoyle, D-Gaston, says he will seek a ninth term. "I had considered retiring at the end of my current term to spend more time with my business and my family," Hoyle said in a statement. "However, there are many unfinished issues that I have been deeply involved with -- such as education, transportation and economic growth -- that I cannot abandon." Sen. Katie Dorsett has also announced plans to run for re-election in 2008. Dorsett, D-Guilford, says her goals include garnering more state support for local projects such as the International Civil Rights Center and Museum in Greensboro, the Charlotte Hawkins Brown Memorial in Sedalia and the joint UNCG-N.C. A&T nanotechnology campus. 

Not Running: Rep. Charles Thomas has announced that he will not seek a second term in the legislature, saying he wants to focus more on his businesses and family. The Buncombe County Republican owns a financial management company, a flight school and an aviation repair service. The 35-year-old lawmaker won his seat last year after beating Democrat Doug Jones to replace former Rep. Wilma Sherrill. 

Price Challenger: William "B.J." Lawson says he wants to challenge U.S. Rep. David Price, D-N.C. Lawson, a 33-year old Cary resident and software company co-founder, says plans to seek the Republican nomination in the 4th District. Lawson's Web site says he has raised more than $53,000 for his campaign. Orange County GOP Chairman Augustus Cho has also announced for the seat
USDA NEWS        
Russia Approves Seven U.S. Poultry Companies for Export:  Russia has added seven U.S. poultry establishments to its list of facilities approved to export to Russia, according to USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service.   FSIS said Russia will accept poultry products that were produced or stored on or after December 26, 2007 from the following processing and storage facilities:  Mountaire Farms of North Carolina in Lumber Bridge, N.C and in Selbyville, Del.; Mar-Jac Poultry in Gainesville, Ga.; Choctaw Maid Farms in Forest, Miss..; Tyson Foods in Carthage, Miss.; Koch Foods of Mississippi in Forest, Miss.
Risk-Based Testing for E. Coli In Raw Ground Beef:  USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service has commenced an enhanced risk-based sampling and testing program for E. coli O157:H7 in raw ground beef, one of the many programs it promised to initiate following the Topps Meat Co. recall last fall. Under the new protocol, effective Jan. 1, FSIS will take into account establishment volume and whether the establishment has had any FSIS or Agriculture Marketing Service positive results within the past 120 days.  FSIS says inspectors will likely collect a minimum of 4 samples and up to 24 samples annually. The new program is independent of follow-up testing, which results from an establishment being implicated in an E. coli O157:H7-positive production lot. 

NCDA NEWS        
N.C. Cattlemen’s Donates $5,000 to Hay-Relief Efforts:  The N.C. Cattlemen’s Association has donated $5,000 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 Partners Hay Relief Program.  NCCA President Ronnie Hammonds said 2007 was a rough year for many cattle producers. “We wish we could do more and we encourage any businesses or groups that can give to the Ag Partners Program to please participate,” he said. “There are a lot of cattle producers having a hard time finding forages to get through the winter.”  Farmers interested in buying hay or applying for Ag Partners funds should log on to www.ncagr.com/HayAlert or call 1-866-506-6222. Ag Partners provides farmers with cost-share assistance of up to $500 for a load of hay moved from out of state. Farmers may seek cost-share funds for up to three loads.  Organizations and businesses interested in contributing to Ag Partners may contact Chrissy Lucas at (919) 733-7125, ext. 255, or christina.lucas@ncmail.net.
People in the NEWS

Named: Richard Wiley, a former head of economic development at Duke Energy, has been named the new director of business recruitment at the North Carolina Department of Commerce. Wiley, who most recently served as a senior adviser to Commerce Secretary Jim Fain, now will be in charge of the government team that helps land new businesses in North Carolina. Wiley spent 34 years at Charlotte-based Duke Energy before retiring in 2006. He also has served as president of the N.C. Economic Developers Association and as a board member of the N.C. Agribusiness Council, and he's currently co-chair of the North Carolina Chamber's economic development committee. 

Hackney Recovering: House Speaker Joe Hackney underwent surgery last month to remove his prostate after being diagnosed with cancer, a spokesman said. Hackney, 62, was discharged from the hospital on December 22, spokesman Bill Holmes said in a telephone interview. Holmes said the speaker was returning to his Orange County home to recuperate. Plans are for him to return to the Legislative Building early in the new year. Hackney's office said the cancer was diagnosed three months ago following regular blood screenings and appears to be limited to the prostate. Doctors believe the Orange County Democrat shouldn't require additional cancer treatment.

Appointments: Gov. Mike Easley announced a number of appointments last week: Joe Jackson, Durham, to the North Carolina Board of Landscape Architects. Jackson is the director of Grounds and Sanitation Services at Duke University. He has been reappointed. Don Rogers, Clayton, to the North Carolina Pesticide Board. Rogers is the owner and manager of Neuse River Home Inspection Service. Ned W. Mangum to the District Court bench in the 10th Judicial District in Wake County. Mangum takes the seat vacated by the retirement of Judge Joyce Hamilton.  William F. Fairley to the District Court bench in the 13th Judicial District which covers Bladen, Brunswick and Columbus counties. Fairley takes the seat vacated by the appointment of Judge Doug Sasser to the Superior Court. 

Deaths: First lady Mary Easley's mother has died in Wilmington at the age of 88, according to the governor's office. Ann Pipines was born in New York and raised her family in New Jersey before she and her husband, James, moved to Wilmington for retirement. In addition to her husband of 65 years and her daughter, Mary Easley, Ann Pipines is survived by another daughter, Irene Pipines Kittrell of Burlington, and her grandson, Michael F. Easley Jr.

Mark Your Calendar

The Joint Select Committee on Agricultural Drought Response will meet on Tuesday, Jan. 15 at 10 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
The Commission Counsel of the Environmental Review Commission (ERC) will hold a public meeting from 4:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. on Thursday, January 10 in the Lecture Room of the Simpson Administration Building at Asheville Buncombe Technical Community College located at 340 Victoria Road, Asheville, North Carolina 28801. The purpose of this meeting is to receive public comment on behalf of the ERC on proposed legislation to regulate artificial slope construction in mountainous areas.  
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