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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 guest worker 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 guest workers to work outside of agriculture, and H-2a growers must ensure that their guest workers 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 Response: Gov. Mike Easley will propose legislation later this year giving the governor more authority to impose water conservation measures and respond in other ways to future droughts. No specifics have been provided other than saying current law limits the governor to either encouraging conservation or taking a much more drastic step, invoking constitutional emergency powers allowed when the health and safety of North Carolinians is threatened. The State Climatologist Ryan Boyles says cooler than normal Pacific Ocean temperatures will likely mean lower than normal rain and snowfall this winter in North Carolina. Predicting rainfall amounts for late spring and summer are more difficult, but reservoirs and groundwater are likely to remain depleted until then. It will require between 22 and 30 inches of rain to fully recharge reservoirs and groundwater supplies. The good news for farmers is that ground moisture is good and timely rains this spring could produce much better crop yields in 2008 even with drought conditions persisting into spring. 

Drought Conditions: Gov. Mike Easley urged 30 communities facing water shortages to find ways to ensure they have water in the event that current drought conditions persist through the summer calling on the communities to come up with backup water supplies, conduct audits of water use and charge more to the biggest users. Representatives from the state Department of Environment and Natural Resources will help the communities with audits, finding leaks and other structural problems that could lead to water waste.

Water Plan: State Treasurer and Democratic gubernatorial candidate Richard Moore is calling for a new effort to conserve water by more aggressively detecting and repairing leaks in local water systems. Under Moore's plan, the state would partner with local public water systems to conduct water audits and make repairs to cut water loss. Other cost-effective measures mentioned in the plan include adjusting water pressure, revising flushing programs and creating ongoing leak detection programs.
Washington News
Bio Research Lab: Democratic U.S. Reps. Brad Miller of Raleigh and G.K. Butterfield of Wilson have written to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security asking it to respond to local residents’ questions about a potential bio research lab in Butner. Miller, whose district includes Butner, said last summer that the lab offers a chance to conduct “some of the most sophisticated research in the world.” On Monday, spokeswoman LuAnn Canipe said Miller would listen to the wishes of local officials and residents in deciding whether to push for the lab, though she added, “He thinks it’s an important facility and vital work.” Miller and Butterfield’s letter to James Johnson, director of national laboratories, calls local concerns “understandable” and asks Homeland Security officials to either visit Granville County or hold a conference call to answer local leaders’ questions. 
Campaign News
Wright Challenger: Thom Goolsby says he wants to challenge Rep. Thomas Wright in November -- if the embattled Democratic lawmaker remains eligible to hold his New Hanover County seat. Goolsby is a lawyer and Republican who ran for state attorney general four years ago. Wright's attorney has said his client will seek re-election, although Wright hasn't confirmed that. Goolsby, 46, is the first Republican to announce his candidacy for the District 18 seat. Several Democrats have expressed interest in running, including Frankie Roberts, who twice ran against Wright as a Republican. 

Gubernatorial Bid:Charlotte Mayor Pat McCrory is running for N.C. governor, ending months of silence about his political plans and shaking up the race for the Republican nomination. He pledged to make state government more responsive, calling for tougher anti-gang measures, reduced road congestion and lower taxes. McCrory, 51, said he would remain as mayor, though he hinted he might spend less time at his day job -  an executive with Duke Energy.

Stepping Down: Former Rep. Ed McMahan has stepped down from the Republican National Committee. The state committee elected McMahan to the post in 2005. The Charlotte architect served as a state lawmaker for seven terms through 2006. 

Retiring: Rep. Joe Kiser, a Lincoln County Republican and former sheriff, said Wednesday he will not run for re-election to the N.C. House. Kiser is in his seventh, two-year House term. He served in the GOP leadership for four years. Former House member Johnathan Rhyne Jr., a Republican and a lawyer and businessman in Lincolnton, has said he plans to run for Kiser's seat, which encompasses all of Lincoln County. 

Running: Cumberland County District Court Judge Cheri Beasley has announced that she is running for the North Carolina Court of Appeals. Beasley will seek the seat held by J. Douglas McCullough. Beasley has served nine years on the district court bench.  

Business NEWS

Pesticide Panel: Governor Mike Easley wants some ideas on how to better protect farm workers and others around pesticides. State health director Leah Devlin will lead a new panel comprised of state officials and academics with health and agriculture expertise. Easley said Wednesday he wants recommendations by May. The state Agriculture Department fined a tomato grower $184,000 in 2005 for endangering workers by exposing them to harmful pesticides. A state report said the exposure may have caused birth defects found in the babies of three Ag-Mart workers. In October, an administrative law judge recommended the proposed fine be reduced to $6,000 because he said the department failed to prove its case. A state board now must decide whether to accept the recommendation.

Internship Deadline Nears:  Paid summer internships, including one with the Agricultural Development & Farmland Preservation Trust Fund, are available in locations across the state, but the deadline to apply is Jan 23.  Details about the program and a listing of summer 2008 internships are available by calling the Youth Advocacy and Involvement Office in the N.C. Department of Administration at 919-789-5880, or by visiting www.ncyaio.com.  

Foreign Trade Zone: Currituck County officials are discussing the creation a foreign trade zone to attract manufacturing businesses that could piece together parts shipped into the area through the Port of Virginia. County officials met with port officials Monday to discuss the possibility of such a trade zone. The discussion with port officials dealt with how Currituck could better promote itself as a manufacturing site to firms that use the port for import and export.    
Commodity NEWS

Beef Margin Squeeze Seen Continuing In 2008:  Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke says the housing slump, harder-to-get credit and higher energy prices will all weigh on consumer spending in 2008. And when those consumers get to the grocery store, continued record hog slaughter and plentiful poultry supplies are giving them cheaper options that will cap retail beef prices.  At the same time, packers haven't been able to make up the difference in feedlot margins as small calf crops in 2007 will translate into fewer cattle to slaughter in 2008 and 2009. Feedlots and packing plants are bidding for a fairly small number of cattle.  There will be a few more cattle to kill in the first quarter of 2008, as the ongoing drought in the southeastern part of the United States has pushed cattle from pastures to feedlots quicker than normal. But that bump will only translate into fewer to slaughter in the second quarter. Packers are bidding aggressively to keep plants going, pushing cattle prices higher than what they can sell the beef at. There was bad news for both feedlots and processors on Friday when USDA's January grain stocks report showed low inventories of both soybeans and wheat, boosting their prices along with corn prices, already catapulted by new ethanol-friendly legislation. 
Poultry Exports to Russia Jump in 2007:  Poultry exports to Russia were up 24.4 percent in volume over the first 11 months of 2007, the United States Poultry and Egg Export Council's mission to Russia has announced.   Russia imported 812,200 tons of broiler meat, compared with 653,100 tons in the same period in 2006.   Some attribute the increases to the gaining popularity of poultry and the weakening dollar.   Despite the record high cost of poultry production in the United States due to corn prices and a drought, American suppliers have considerably strengthened their positions on international markets thanks to the wekeaning dollar. While the dollar remained stable in the United States but kept falling abroad, Brazillian and European poultry has become more expensive and less competitive on international markets, Russia included.
NCDA NEWS        
Troxler Urges Farmers to Take Part in Ag Census: Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler is urging farmers to make their voices heard and help shape the future of U.S. agriculture by completing the 2007 Census of Agriculture. The census is conducted every five years by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. It is a complete count of the nation’s farms and the people who run them. The forms will collect data for the 2007 calendar year. Completed forms are due by Feb. 4.  “I want to encourage North Carolina farmers to fill out the forms and return them by Feb. 4,” he said. “Regardless of how large or small your operation is or what kinds of products you produce, you will help yourself and your community by filling out the Census of Agriculture and returning it promptly. The census is your voice, your future and your responsibility.”  Producers can return their forms by mail. For the first time, they also have the option of filling out the census online using a secure Web site. Instructions for submitting data online are included with the census form. (Editor’s note: For a link to the USDA Census website –go to  www.ncagribusiness.com)
Agricultural Risk Management Workshops to Be Held:  The NCDA&CS Marketing Division will host eight free risk management workshops for farmers across the state. The workshops will cover: Introduction to Grain Hedging; Basis Trading; Cost of Carry; Cotton Futures; and Options Trading on Futures, Equities and Indices. There will be an emphasis on the principles of options, spreading strategies and using options to manage financial risk. Energy derivatives traded at the New York Mercantile Exchange will be explained, as well as trading strategies to manage your exposure to energy.  All workshops are scheduled to begin at 10 a.m. and end at 3 p.m., with an “on your own” lunch break.  Following are the dates and locations: Wednesday, Jan. 23, Columbus County Extension Office, Whiteville, (910) 640-6605; Thursday, Jan. 24, Robeson County Agriculture Building, Lumberton, (910) 671-3276; Tuesday, Feb. 5, Wayne Community College, Dogwood Building, Goldsboro, (919) 735-5151; Friday, Feb. 8, Pitt Community College, Leslie Building, Greenville, (252) 321-4200; Wednesday, Feb. 13, College of the Albemarle, Small Business Center, Elizabeth City, (252) 335-0821; Tuesday, Feb. 19, Halifax Community College, Weldon, (252) 536-7226; Wednesday, March 5, Stanly Community College, Locust, (704) 888-8848; Friday, March 7, Mitchell Community College, Statesville, (704) 878-3200.   For more information, contact the NCDA&CS Marketing Division at (919) 733-7887.

People in the NEWS

Back to Work: House Speaker Joe Hackney has made a quick recovery from prostate cancer surgery. The speaker began holding meetings in his office Jan. 2, and has also attended a few fundraisers for his colleagues. He’s also back working on his Chatham County beef cattle farm with one of his brothers. 

National Pork Board CEO Resigns:  Steve Murphy, the chief executive officer of the National Pork Board since 2001, has submitted his resignation.  The board has asked Murphy to continue until a successor is found. That process could take up to a year.
Mark Your Calendar

The State Water Infrastructure Commission will meet on Tuesday, Jan. 22 at 10 am, Albert Coates Center, 215 N. Dawson St., Raleigh.
A public meeting on water allocation will be held on Thursday, Jan. 24 at 4 pm, New Hanover County Public Library, 201 Chestnut St., Wilmington.
North Carolina’s third annual Agricultural Development Forum will be held on Thursday, Jan. 31. Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler will be host of the forum, which will take place from 9:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. at the Holshouser Building at the State Fairgrounds. Gerald Bange, chair of the World Agricultural Outlook Board, will offer his assessment of the 2008 economic outlook for agriculture.   Bange is responsible for the monthly forecasts of the World Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates report and also oversees the Joint Agricultural Weather Facility. Farmers, agribusiness professionals, and others interested in U.S. farm policy are invited. Admission is free and lunch will be provided.  Other forum topics will include alternative fuels and drought. A complete agenda is available online at www.ncagr.com.    
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