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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

Report Water Use: NC General Statute 143-215.22H requires all self-supplied non-agricultural water users who withdraw 100,000 gallons or more of ground water or surface water in any one day and all self-supplied agricultural water users who withdraw 1,000,000 gallons or more of ground water or surface water in any one day to submit their water use data electronically to Division of Water Resources (DWR) by April 1 of each year for the period from January 1st to December 31st of the prior year. DWR has developed an online reporting form that will allow users to quickly and simply report water use data online for each facility. The form can be accessed from the Annual Reporting tab under the Water Withdrawal Registration link on the DWR homepage at http://www.ncwater.org. 
Drought Planning: A measure discussed at a State Water Infrastructure Commission meeting Tuesday was to determine how much “interconnectivity” exists among the state's neighboring water systems. A consultant preparing a state database of water systems, said that of 535 public water systems, 474 have a buyer’s or seller’s relationship. In some cases the agreements are for emergencies and rarely do they exchange water. But in other cases, cities sell water to surrounding towns every day. Robin Smith,  assistant secretary for NC DENR, said the department intends to identify proposed drought solutions that can be completed the fastest and eliminate competing proposals. Officials are also looking at regulating private wells, which are not subject to use restrictions like public water systems, and helping water systems find and fix leaks. 
Washington News
OLF: The Navy has announced five new potential sites in North Carolina and Virginia for its practice jet landing field, scrapping plans to build at a site in Washington and Beaufort counties that was widely opposed by local residents, environmentalists and state officials. In North Carolina, the Navy says it will now consider a site in Gates County and another in Camden and Currituck counties. In Virginia, the Navy will examine sites in Southampton, Surry and Sussex counties. The Navy said in a statement that it will take about 30 months to evaluate the environmental impact on the new sites.  Local officials as well as state leaders have expressed opposition to locating the airfield in the counties. Senate leader Marc Basnight, D-Dare, issued a statement Tuesday vowing to continue to oppose the sites.   Meanwhile, U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole said she was discouraged by the Navy's failure to consult with local leaders in Camden, Currituck and Gates counties, adding that she would oppose any site that lacks local support. Navy plans to gather public comments in the spring on the sites. The final decision on the $230 million project could be at least 2 1/2 years away. 
Export Assistance Program:  The U.S. Department of Agriculture's Foreign Agricultural Service is accepting applications for the Emerging Markets Program (EMP) to help expand commercial export markets for U.S. agricultural commodities.  The EMP assists U.S. public and private organizations in improving market opportunities for U.S. agricultural products in low- to middle-income countries with market potential. The program can be used for technical assistance, such as activities that focus on trade capacity building or addressing technical barriers to trade. For more information about the EMP, go to http://www.fas.usda.gov/cooperators.html.  Applicants are encouraged to apply online. To do so, call FAS' Program Policy Staff at 202/720-4327 for a log-on ID and password.  Details on application procedures were published in the Jan. 24 Federal Register notice.  Applications for funding are due Feb. 25.
Campaign News
Hagan's Seat: State Sen. Kay Hagan's decision to try to unseat U.S. Sen. Elizabeth Dole this year leaves Hagan's own seat up for grabs this November. But so far, the list of possible successors is a very short one. Former City Councilman Don Vaughan is the only declared candidate for the Democratic primary. Margaret Arbuckle, of the Guilford Education Alliance and a former county commissioner, sent word last week she was bowing out. County Commissioners Melvin "Skip" Alston and Paul Gibson also say they won't run. 

Re-Election Bid: Sen. David Weinstein has announced plans to seek a sixth term in the legislature. Weinstein's district includes Robeson and Hoke counties. He is a Democrat from Lumberton. 

Podiatrist Running: Howard A. Staley, a Moncure podiatrist, has announced plans to run for U.S. Senate. Staley says he will enter the Democratic primary against state Sen. Kay Hagan, D-Guilford, and Chapel Hill investment banker Jim Neal.   

Business NEWS

Business Climate: North Carolina is the thirst-best state for business, according to Chief Executive magazine. The magazine said the state ranked high on its survey of 605 CEOs, who praised what they said is a low-tax, lightly regulated business climate and a top-notch living environment. North Carolina advanced one spot from its No. 4 ranking last year, taking the spot vacated by Florida, which dropped seven spots to 10th. Texas and Nevada took the top two spots in the survey for the third straight year. California and New York were worst and second-worst, also for the third straight year, with auto-ravaged Michigan coming in just ahead of them. 
Cliffside: Duke Energy Corp. only needs to get approval from state environmental regulators before it can begin construction of a new coal-fired power generator in western North Carolina. The state Division of Air Quality is expected to sign off on air pollution limits for the project soon, but opponents haven't given up their fight to stop it. Environmental groups are promising legal challenges and appeals that could drag on for more than a year. In that time, the cost of the upgrade at Duke's Cliffside plant -- which now stands at $2.4 billion, up from $1.53 billion in March -- is sure to rise again. Opponents hope to delay the project, increasing its costs, until the Charlotte-based utility no longer considers it a cost-effective solution to meet the growing power needs of its customers.  Duke is shutting down four smaller coal-burning plants as part of the upgrade at Cliffside, located in Rutherford and Cleveland counties. Last year, the Division of Air Quality granted Duke a draft permit and is now reviewing changes based on public comments. 

Blame it on the Grain: Last week, a J.P. Morgan equity analyst cut his first quarter and full year earnings forecasts for three major poultry processors.  In a note to investors, Pablo Zuanic cited higher grain costs and lower chicken prices in lowering his earnings expectations for Tyson Foods Inc., Pilgrim's Pride Corp. and Sanderson Farms Inc. The troublesome trends in the chicken industry are offset for Tyson by higher spreads on the pork processing side, as well as contracts on  processed chicken meats.    
Commodity NEWS

Broiler Production, Average Liveweight Up:The amount of chicks placed in the fourth quarter of 2007 increased about 4 percent over the prior year, according to the Department of Agriculture's Livestock, Dairy & Poultry Outlook. The resulting increase in birds going to slaughter is expected to continue through the first half of 2008, USDA predicted. In November 2007, broiler meat production was 2.99 billion pounds, a 3.3 percent increase over the same period a year ago. The amount of birds slaughtered increased 1 percent, which the agency said was compounded by a 2 percent increase in the average liveweight — climbing to 5.63 pounds.  USDA expected results from December to be similar.

Ukraine Closed to U.S. Poultry:  Ukraine has adopted a law that prohibits the import of U.S. poultry through the country's Free Economic Zones, closing the legal channel through which most U.S. poultry products were imported, according to a recent Foreign Agricultural Service report.   Further processors in the country's FEZs imported 75 percent of U.S. poultry, as the FEZs allowed importers to circumvent Ukraine's prohibitively high import duty. The remaining 25 percent of U.S. poultry has been imported through what the report called "unofficial" channels, but a new government program to stop "contraband" will impact those imports as well.   Ukraine is looking to become a member of the World Trade Organization this year. If and when that happens, imports would be subject to WTO regulations. WTO accession would reduce duty rates to a non-prohibitive level.   Ukraine was a $70 million market for U.S. poultry in 2007.
NCDA NEWS        
Hay Moving Into State: A few weeks into North Carolina’s emergency hay-relief efforts organizers are finding overwhelming demand for feed.   “Our farmers are in the same boat as everyone else in the Southeast, which means many people are trying to buy hay outside the region. We are continuing to source hay and arrange for transportation into the state as quickly as we can. This is a top priority for my department,” said Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler.  The hay is coming from as far away as Canada, and is being distributed at six sites across the state. Sites were selected based on proximity to livestock operations and storage facilities to keep the feed out of the weather. Livestock producers and equine owners wanting to buy hay should call individual distribution sites and put their names on a waiting list. Staff at the research station sites will call when the hay arrives. Buyers are limited to four large bales and 20 small bales of hay per day.  Farmers who know they need a whole load of hay should try to source full loads themselves.  The department’s Hay Alert Web site, www.ncagr.com/hayalert, contains listings of people interested in buying and selling hay.  Producers who do not have access to the Internet can call the toll-free hotline at 1-866-506-6222 and an operator will assist them in searching the database.  To date, the state has ordered about 960 tons of hay. Both livestock and horse-quality feed have been ordered. 

Fire Ant Quarantine Area:  The NCDA&CS is expanding a state quarantine for the imported fire ant in a continuing effort to monitor and address this pest. With the expansion, the quarantine now includes portions or entire areas of 63 counties. The quarantine expansion means residents and business owners in all of Bertie and Martin counties, and portions of Davidson and Franklin counties, will now need to obtain a permit before moving plants, sod and related equipment into or through non-infested areas.  Items requiring a permit include sod, soil, hay and straw, nursery plant material, logs or pulpwood with soil, and soil-moving equipment. “Failure to obtain the needed inspections and certifications may result in the issuance of a stop-sale notice and rejection or destruction of the regulated article,” said Gene Cross, director of the NCDA&CS Plant Industry Division. Certificates can be obtained from a local plant protection specialist or by contacting the Plant Protection Section at (800) 206-9333 or (919) 733-6932.  For a map of the quarantine area, go to www.ncagr.com/plantindustry/plant/entomology/IFAmap.htm.

Exhibit Space for “Got To Be NC” Festival:  Applications are now being accepted from agricultural and agribusiness companies for exhibit space at the 2008 Got to Be NC Festival coming to the N.C. State Fairgrounds June 5-8.  Exhibit space will be discounted to agricultural and agribusiness companies. Festival organizers expect crowds of up to 100,000 over the four days, with the agriculture displays bolstered by a carnival, the state barbecue championship cook-off, the State Fairgrounds Flea Market, a boat show in the Scott Building and events in the Graham Building, Dorton Arena and the Hunt Horse Complex.  The Got to be NC Festival will occupy space from the Scott Building through Heritage Circle, and even over into the Exposition Building, where North Carolina food companies will be sampling and selling their products.  Applications and more information are available online at www.ncagfest.com. Food companies should contact Jeff Jennings at (919) 733-7887 for opportunities in the Expo Center.

Mark Your Calendar

Workshop for minority and underserved landowners to help manage their forestland on Wednesday, Jan. 30 at 8:30 a.m., Commons Building, Wake County Office Park, 4011 Carya Dr., Raleigh. Contact: Brian R. Haines, 733-2162, ext. 234.

"Putting Small Acreage to Work" Conference will be held on Tuesday, Jan. 29, from 8:15 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., Cooperative Extension Training Center, located in Building N at the County Government Complex in Bolivia.  The cost to attend the conference is $7 per person; the registration fee includes lunch, refreshments and resource materials.  Please contact the Cooperative Extension office at (910) 253-2610 for more information or to register.

Wake Co. Working Lands Workshop will be held on Wednesday, Jan. 30 from 8:00 a.m., to 3:30 p.m., Wake County Commons Building, 4011 Carya Drive.  The free workshop includes discussion of the state of working lands and development in Wake County, forestry, the 2007 federal Farm Bill, taxes, tax credits and estate planning with an emphasis on keeping family farms in the family. To register call 919-250-1107.
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