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NC/AQ Weekly News Critical to Your Agribusiness






Headquartered in Charlotte, Piedmont Natural Gas is an energy-services company engaged primarily in the distribution of natural gas to more than 1 million residential, commercial, industrial and agricultural utility customers in North Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee, including more than 60,000 customers of municipal gas systems that are supplied with natural gas from Piedmont.  Piedmont’s gas delivery system consists of more than 22,000 miles of distribution pipelines and 2,600 miles of transmission pipelines in its three-state service territory, and three on-system gas storage facilities that are used to help meet peak demand.  Piedmont expanded operations into eastern North Carolina in 2003 with its acquisition of North Carolina Natural Gas and Eastern North Carolina Natural Gas from Progress Energy.  Piedmont now provides clean-burning, efficient natural gas to more than 700,000 North Carolina customers from the mountains to the coast.  Piedmont is proud to be a major energy supplier to agribusiness in North Carolina.
Washington NEWS

Coble Votes Against Stimulus Package:  Rep. Howard Coble (R-NC) was the only member of the North Carolina congressional delegation to vote against the $150 billion economic stimulus package calling it "deficit spending at its worst."  Congressman Coble stated that he voted against the legislation because it was "applying a Band-Aid to a problem that requires major surgery."  Rep. Coble said he also voted against the measure because he didn't like the process in which it was adopted.  "It was brought up under suspension of the rules," Rep. Coble noted, "which meant that there were no hearings on the bill, and we couldn't amend it on the House floor.”  The stimulus plan passed the House by a vote of 385 to 35.  The Senate is looking at different proposals for its own economic recovery plan, so the legislation still has additional hurdles to cross.  

Tax Holiday: U.S. Sen. Richard Burr has his own plan for boosting the national economy. The NC Republican introduced a bill in Congress that would establish a sales tax holiday from April 4th through the 13th. States who suspend collection of their sales taxes during that period would get 60 percent of their lost revenue reimbursed by the federal government. Burr said that the proposal is an alternative to rebates being supported by President Bush and the congressional leadership and says it provides a boost to small businesses and an incentive for consumers to shop. 
Campaign NEWS

Voter Lawsuit: A panel of federal judges ruled Monday that North Carolina can use its current legislative district boundaries in the May primary, denying a request by Republican voters who sued over the maps. The GOP voters argued boundaries for dozens of state House and Senate voting districts are unconstitutional and the maps should be redrawn for this year's elections. Writing for the three-judge panel, Chief U.S. District Court Judge Louise Flanagan said the lawsuit can continue, but denied the request for a preliminary injunction to block use of the boundaries and order new maps be created. 

GOP Control: Republicans have a chance to take control of the Senate for the first time in a century, according to a business-backed group that tracks election trends. N.C. Free said in a message to clients that there are nine Senate seats that appear competitive this year. Democrats, who now have a 31-19 advantage, control all nine and will therefore be playing defense. In two of the nine, longtime conservative Democrats are leaving the Senate. In the rest, Democrats represent districts where the electorate is balanced or leans Republican, including Sen. Hoyle's Gaston County seat. "GOP recruitment efforts are focused intently on this seat," according to N.C. FREE.  "Any credible GOP opponent will likely force Hoyle to spend $400,000-$500,000 to keep his seat." Other factors that could help Republicans, according to N.C. FREE: the potential that Hillary Clinton might lead the Democratic ticket, and the loss of several Senate veterans who were top fundraisers. 

Political Activity: The campaigns of State Treasurer Richard Moore and Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue -- who are both seeking the Democratic nomination for governor -- used state government resources inappropriately but not illegally, according to a new report by the State Auditor's Office. Moore and Perdue asked state Auditor Les Merritt late last year to review each other's offices after one of Moore's top aides used a state computer and a relative's name to seek public records from Perdue's office. Under state law, government workers must not engage in political activity while working or use state resources to support or oppose a candidate. 

Environmental NEWS

Emerging Energy: Former Gov. Jim Hunt and Anita Brown-Graham, director of the Institute for Emerging Issues, say the upcoming Emerging Issues Forum will focus on concrete ways to develop the state's economy around alternative energy. The annual conference held at N.C. State's McKimmon Center will take place Feb. 11. Hunt and Brown-Graham said the forum will be built around the 20 policy ideas regarding alternative energy and the economy to be debated and examined by both speakers and those attending. 

Duke Air Permit: Duke Energy Corp. has won final approval from state environmental regulators to build a coal-fired power generator in Rutherford County. But environmental groups are threatening possible legal action to stop the $2.4 billion project according to Jim Warren, executive director of N.C. Waste Awareness and Reduction Network, an environmental group fighting the plant. The permit granted by the N.C. Division of Air Quality imposes emissions standards stricter than federal or state requirements for sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxide, and mercury standards tougher than federal limits. It also includes several provisions that would reduce greenhouse gases. Duke promised to make the new unit "carbon neutral" by 2018 by finding a way to offset the projected 5 1/2 million tons of carbon dioxide produced annually at the new unit. And agreed to retire 800 megawatts generated by older coal-fired plants by the same year by using more nuclear power and energy conservation programs.

TVA Lawsuit: A federal appeals court denied motions Thursday to dismiss North Carolina's air pollution lawsuit against the Tennessee Valley Authority. The 4th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in Richmond, Va., upheld the decision of a lower court, which also refused to dismiss the lawsuit filed by state Attorney General Roy Cooper in January 2006. The lawsuit accuses TVA of causing a "public nuisance" with pollution from its coal-fired plants in Tennessee, Alabama and Kentucky. Cooper's lawsuit says the pollution from such plants harms North Carolina's health, environment and economy. The case is pending trial in U.S. District Court in Asheville. 

Business NEWS        
Smithfield Suit Against UFCW:  A federal court on Tuesday denied the United Food and Commercial Workers' motion to dismiss a lawsuit filed by Smithfield Foods and subsidiary Smithfield Packing Company to fight what they've called a union-led public smear campaign. The ruling means Smithfield's civil suit, brought pursuant to the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations (RICO) Act, is expected to proceed to trial. It also afforded the companies the opportunity to amend one of several counts to more closely track the provisions of the RICO law. "The companies believe their ability to pursue the case is a pivotal step toward upholding the law, protecting the rights of Smithfield's workers and preventing further damage to Smithfield's business," the companies said in a news release. Smithfield filed the lawsuit last October. 

Smithfield Workers Sentenced for Immigration Violations:  U.S. Attorney George E.B. Holding of the Eastern District of North Carolina said on Tuesday that a federal judge has sentenced three former Smithfield Packing Co. workers to 18 months in prison and three years of supervision for using fraudulent documents to get jobs. Each also was ordered deported after serving the prison term. The sentencing stems from an immigration raid resulting in the arrest of 21 workers at Smithfield Packing's Tar Heel, N.C., pork processing plant in January 2007.  Holding said it has been determined that 18 of the 21 workers were undocumented aliens who had assumed the name and social security numbers of other people. Fifteen of those 18 workers also are being prosecuted.

Pilgrim's Pride Widens 1Q Loss:  Pilgrim's Pride Corp. on Tuesday posted a wider loss in the first quarter despite analysts' profit expectations and said customers could expect a nearly 10 percent price increase, all attributed to high feed costs.   For the first fiscal quarter, ended Dec. 29, the nation's largest chicken processor reported a loss of $32.3 million, or 49 cents per diluted share, compared with a loss of $8.7 million, or 13 cents per diluted share, in the year-earlier period.  Despite increasing cost pressure, Pilgrim's Pride indicated the company would look to other industry players to cut production, citing its 5 percent production cut in 2007.  

Tyson 1Q Profit Drops, Expects Price Jumps: Tyson Foods Inc. on Monday said earnings for the first quarter dropped 40 percent, withdrew its earnings guidance and said customers could expect substantial price increases for protein products in 2008, owing to the sharp jump in grain prices.   In a conference call with analysts, President and CEO Dick Bond said the company was looking at shortening the length of its fixed-price contracts with foodservice and retail operations.   Operating income for the chicken segment dropped to $35 million from $73 million in the year-ago period. Tyson said chicken results were adversely impacted by increased grain costs of $107 million, but increased average sales price positively impacted sales results.  The beef segment widened its operating loss to $85 million, compared with a loss of $23 million a year earlier. The company attributed the widened loss to higher average live prices and operating cost inefficiencies.  The pork segment was positively impacted by strong export sales and lower average live prices. For the quarter, operating income reached $76 million, up from $39 million in the year-earlier period
USDA NEWS        
USDA Accepts Applications for Crop, Feed and Livestock Losses:  The U.S. Department of Agriculture announced that eligible farmers and ranchers who suffered livestock, livestock feed and crop losses that occurred before Dec. 31, 2007, can apply to receive disaster payments beginning last week under thed Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2008.  The Farm Service Agency (FSA) is now accepting applications and making payments for quantity losses before Dec. 31, 2007, under CDP.  More information about CDP, LCP and LIP is available online at: http://disaster.fsa.usda.gov.   The Dairy Disaster Assistance Payment (DDAP-III) Program, which provides benefits to eligible dairy producers for production losses suffered as a result of natural disasters since Jan. 1, 2005, has also been extended by the 2008 Act to cover, in addition, any 2007 disaster occurring before Dec. 31, 2007.  As a result, DDAP-III sign-up, which began Dec. 3, 2007, was temporarily suspended until automation, policy, procedure and other administrative items could be updated accordingly.  DDAP-III program sign-up will resume Feb. 4, 2008. The 2008 Act also allows the Milk Price Support Program to continue operating at current price support levels through March 15, 2008.  Additionally, the 2008 Act provides $3.3 billion in direct and guaranteed loan funds for FSA's Farm Loan Programs.

Schafer Confirmed as USDA Secretary: As expected, former North Dakota Gov. Edward Schafer was confirmed by the Senate as Secretary of the U.S. Department of Agriculture on Monday. Schafer replaces Mike Johanns, who resigned as secretary last September.  
Va. and W. Va. Poultry Again Eligible for Export to Taiwan: The USDA’s FSIS on Tuesday announced that Taiwan has reopened its borders to poultry from Virginia and West Virginia. The neighboring states had been barred from exporting to Taiwan in April 2007 after the discovery of low-pathogenic avian influenza there. According to the FSIS notice, all poultry and poultry products originating from Virginia and West Virginia are eligible if produced on or after Jan. 23, 2008. Products produced prior to that date are ineligible.

Fewer Cattle to Grade Choice or Better: Higher feedlot placements during fall and winter could reduce the percentage of cattle grading Choice or better, according to the January Livestock, Dairy and Poultry Outlook from USDA's Economic Research Service. Wheat prices are currently high enough that there is not likely to be wheat pasture available for graze-out this spring, the report said, shifting some fed cattle marketings ahead of a normal schedule. Because cattle will have been in feedlots during the winter months, when gains are poorer because animals must utilize feed for body condition maintenance instead of growth, the report predicts fewer cattle will grade Choice or better.  The situation could affect trade by increasing the need for more fed cattle, fed beef or trimmings from Canada. It could also reduce the need for processing beef from Australia, New Zealand and Uruguay, the report said.
People in the NEWS

Gov. Mike Easley has announced a number of appointments to court benches created by lawmakers last year: Camille Banks-Payne to the 21st Judicial District Court bench in Forsyth County.  Charles Patrick Bullock to the District Court bench in the 11th Judicial District in Harnett, Johnston and Lee counties.  Laura A. Devan to the District Court bench in the 12th Judicial District in Cumberland County. Kimberly “Michelle” Fletcher to the District Court seat in the 18th Judicial District in Guilford County.  Donnie Hoover to the 26th District Court bench in Mecklenburg County. 
Mark Your Calendar

The Legislative Commission on Global Climate Change will meet on Monday, Feb. 11 at 2:30 p.m., McKimmon Center, Raleigh.
The Environmental Review Commission will meet Thursday 14 February at 9:30 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building, Raleigh.  
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