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NC/AQ Weekly News Critical to Your Agribusiness




February 25, 2008
At Murphy-Brown, the livestock production subsidiary of Smithfield Foods, Inc., we do more than produce quality pork and turkey products.  We live and work with you right here in this community, making a positive impact by providing thousands of jobs, protecting the environment and preserving family farms.  Murphy-Brown - we bring a lot to the table.
Drought NEWS

Drought Conditions: Drought conditions in North Carolina have improved slightly, but every county in the state is still under severe drought or worse. The worst drought conditions stretch across the middle of the state -- from Rocky Mount to Asheville to Charlotte. 
Washington NEWS

Poultry Hearings: Congressional leaders and aides say that U.S. Senate and House committees are planning hearings on worker safety in the poultry industry following a report by The Charlotte Observer on N.C. poultry giant House of Raeford Farms. The Observer claims that House of Raeford, which has seven processing plants in North Carolina and South Carolina, had masked the extent of injuries in its plants. House of Raeford officials have said they follow the law and strive to protect workers.

Binding Arbitration: The Senate and House versions of the farm bill have language in it related to binding arbitration. The Senate bill would force companies to give farmers the option of going to court to resolve disputes, instead of mandating binding arbitration, and would also increase government oversight of poultry contracts and force companies to give growers 90 days' notice before canceling a contract, if the grower has spent more than $100,000 on chicken houses or other equipment.  The U.S. House version would give the Agriculture Department more oversight of poultry contracts, and it would allow farmers to take only small disputes, typically of a few thousand dollars, to court. 

Food and Agriculture Groups Pen Letter Against User Fees: Twenty-eight food and agriculture groups including the American Meat Institute, the National Pork Producers Council, the National Turkey Federation, the National Chicken Council and others signed a letter to all members of Congress in opposition to "user fees" proposed by USDA to pay for meat, poultry and egg products inspection. The group says this proposal to transform government-funded food safety inspection into an additional fee system provides less accountability for the government to manage program costs, results or efficiencies. The letter also noted that the food safety tax proposal would also put meat, poultry and egg products at a competitive disadvantage in the domestic and international marketplace. 
Campaign NEWS        
RNC: Rep. David Lewis has been elected to represent North Carolina on the Republican National Committee. Lewis will fill the position recently vacated by Ed McMahan, and will represent the state GOP at the Republican National Convention scheduled for Sept. 1-4 in Minneapolis. Lewis is currently serving in his second term in House District 53. He has served on a number of committees, including agriculture, education and election law and campaign finance reform. 

Candidate Filing: Republican State Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler has filed for re-election. The filing period ends Feb. 29. 

13th Congressional District:  Former state Sen. Hugh Webster told the N.C. Republican Roundtable that he intends to file this week to run as a Republican in the 13th Congressional District. U.S. Rep. Brad Miller, a Raleigh Democrat, currently faces a primary challenge by Derald Hafner of Franklinton. 

Kerr's Replacement: The race to replace retiring Sen. John Kerr, D-Wayne, is getting crowded. Three current or former state legislators, including current Rep. Louis Pate, R-Wayne, are among five people who have filed for the District 5 Senate seat. The district includes portions of Wayne, Green and Pitt counties. Pate is the only Republican to file so far. Four Democrats -- former Sen. Tony Moore of Winterville, former Rep. Charles Johnson of Greenville, Snow Hill Mayor Don Davis and Ed Wilson, a former Wayne County Community College president – have filed. Two other Democrats -- Board of Education member Kathy Taft and retired journalism professor Chuck Stone -- are expected to enter the race. Pate said he is unaware of any other Republicans considering a bid for the Senate seat. 

Local NEWS        
Biolab: Officials with the Department of Homeland Security and the U.S. Department of Agriculture were in Butner Thursday to answer local questions about a proposed National Bio and Agro-Defense Facility. Some of the 250 people who came to hear about the project came waving signs in protest of it. Federal officials say the $450 million facility is intended to study and develop counter-measures for foreign diseases such as hoof-and-mouth or swine fever that could enter the U.S. and infect agricultural animals. "We will not be doing human diseases in the lab," said Jamie Johnson, Homeland Security director of laboratories, addressing one of the concerns raised by opponents of the lab. The facility also will not research biological weapons, he said.  A consortium of North Carolina universities and government agencies, private companies and trade associations have been lobbying to bring the 520,000-square-foot lab to N.C. State University's Umstead Research Farm. But since Butner made the short list in July, opposition has organized, raising concerns over the lab’s safety and appealing to local governments to go on record against the facility. The town of Stem and Granville County have expressed official opposition, while Raleigh’s city council voted Tuesday to withhold its support pending federal response to its own concerns. 

Transfer Tax: Orange County voters will have the chance to vote on a 0.4 percent land transfer tax on the May 6 primary ballot. The decision to place the transfer tax referendum on the ballot comes after a county-funded poll found that 48 percent of voters would support a sales tax hike while 31 percent would approve of a transfer tax.
Environmental NEWS

Green Business: Small businesses developing alternative energy technologies now have $1 million in state funds they can tap to assist their efforts. Businesses with 100 or fewer employees can apply for a maximum of $100,000 per grant from the fund. The deadline for applications is April 30.

Carbon-Free Electricity: Progress Energy and Duke Energy announced plans Monday to offer "carbon-free electricity" programs to their North Carolina customers. The two utilities say their plans will link customers' power purchases to the utilities' tradable emission reductions, called carbon offsets. With those offsets factored in as a source of the customers' electricity, the net carbon produced in generating the power is zero.  
Immigration News
Meat Industry Groups Oppose Legislation on E-Verify Program: Six meat industry groups sent a letter to lawmakers opposing the Secure America through Verification Enforcement (SAVE) Act that would make a number of changes to the current Basic Pilot/E-Verify program aimed at identifying illegal workers.  However, in the letter, the groups said they favor more effective immigration enforcement and have supported the Basic Pilot/E-Verify program.
Illegal Immigration: A legislative oversight committee received an overview Tuesday of immigration enforcement efforts by some sheriff's offices in North Carolina. Sheriff's offices in three counties -- Alamance, Gaston and Mecklenburg -- are currently participating in the so-called "287(g)" program, Eddie Caldwell, executive vice president of the N.C. Sheriff’s Association, told the Joint Legislative Corrections, Crime Control and Juvenile Justice Oversight Committee. Cabarrus County is also about to enter the program, he said. Under the program, deputies trained by the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) screen inmates charged with felonies or driving while impaired to see if they are legally in the country. If they’re not, ICE can ask that the person be further detained for processing for the immigration violation charge. 

Commodity News
Recall a Factor in Trade Negotiations: Agriculture Secretary Ed Schafer told the board of directors and members of the National Meat Association on Friday that the consequences of the Hallmark/ Westland recall already have been greater than anticipated. According to Schafer, to other nations, this raises issues of the safety of our food supply system and a reason to keep their markets closed to us. In a later press conference, he confirmed that the recall has been a factor in ongoing negotiations with South Korea and Japan, although it has not scuttled any issues altogether. He added that he expects to be able to announce developments in the trade negotiations with those countries within weeks.  The agency is also looking into ways that it might be able to provide interim financial support for companies affected by the recall. That support may be in the form of low-interest loans. Meanwhile, the USDA has terminated its contracts with Hallmark/Westland, for years a major supplier to several federal food programs.
Recalled Beef: About 126,000 pounds of beef recalled this month, the largest in history, from a California meatpacker went to schools in North Carolina, according to an official with the state Agriculture Department. The meat went to 25 school districts across the state. Schools in about half those districts had already served the recalled beef to students, but there were no reports of illness, said Gary Gay, director of Food Distribution Division of the state Department of Agriculture. Gay said the federal government will reimburse school systems for meat they have to destroy. The U.S. Department of Agriculture ordered the recall of 143 million pounds of beef from Westland/Hallmark Meat Co. in Chino, Calif., because the company did not keep sick cattle out of the food supply. It was the largest meat recall in the history of the USDA. No illnesses have been linked to the meat, much of which went to school lunch programs and already has been eaten, according to wire service reports. The Humane Society of the U.S. released a videotape of workers at the plant using electric prods and forklifts to force sick cows to move. Two workers were later charged with animal cruelty. 

Smithfield to Cut Back:  Smithfield Foods earlier this week announced a 4 to 5 percent sow herd reduction because raising hogs had become so unprofitable.  Smithfield Foods' CEO Larry Pope said the emptied structures would be used to allow longer weaning times and for finishing operations.  Pope said he expects Canada to cut back its sow herd substantially, possibly by as much as 20 percent. He said he thought it would take a 5 to 6 percent cutback in U.S. sows to start to push prices higher.  He would not speculate, however, on whether other U.S. producers would follow Smithfield's lead or whether or not Smithfield is also considering cutting back its beef operations.

U.S. Poultry Exports Set Record in '07:  Exports of U.S. poultry, eggs and related products surpassed $4 billion for the first time in 2007, according to the USA Poultry & Egg Export Council. Exports of U.S. broiler meat (excluding chicken paws) in 2007 reached a record in both quantity and value. U.S. broiler exports totaled 2.6 million metric tons, an increase of 10 percent over the previous year, while export value increased by 48 percent to $2.74 billion.  Although Russia was again the top market for U.S. broiler exports in 2007, strong demand in China for U.S. chicken set the tone for a record export year for U.S. processors. Jan. 1 marked the end of a 15-year phase-out of the tariff rate quota for chicken under the North American Free Trade Agreement, but a surge in U.S. exports of chicken parts to Mexico did not occur, largely because of strong domestic market prices in Mexico, fueled by high demand and skyrocketing feed prices.

U.S. Pork, Beef Exports a Success Story in '07: U.S. pork and beef exports rose in 2007, with pork exports setting a new record and beef exports continuing to rebound as closed markets slowly re-open.  According to USDA data compiled by the U.S. Meat Export Federation, pork exports rose 3 percent in volume over 2006, surpassing 1.3 million metric tons, and 10 percent in value, exceeding $3.15 billion.  Japan, Mexico and Canada were the Nos. 1, 2 and 3 markets, respectively, for U.S. pork exports, with China/Hong Kong representing the largest growth market, jumping 91 percent to 169,000 metric tons, valued at almost $271 million.  U.S. beef exports increased 24 percent in volume to 464,302 metric tons, and 32 percent in value to more than $2 billion. Growth in exports to Canada, Japan, Korea and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) helped spur the overall increase, despite lingering market access issues and a 3 percent dip in exports to the largest market, Mexico. The weak U.S. dollar continues to enhance the competitiveness of U.S. exports while high global protein prices and strong demand provide opportunities for high-quality U.S. beef and pork exports. 

Analysts See a lot More Hogs:  U.S. and Canadian livestock analysts said they expect only a modest decrease in the North American sow herd a year from now and expect USDA to have to dramatically increase its estimate of U.S. hog numbers in its March hogs and pigs report.  USDA underestimated the U.S. hog number in both its Sept. 1 report and its Dec. 1 report.. Consequently, it is predicted hog slaughter in the first quarter of 2008 will be up 10 percent from a year ago. 
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