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Duke Energy, one of the largest electric power companies in the United States, supplies and delivers energy to approximately 4 million U.S. customers. The company has approximately 36,000 megawatts of electric generating capacity in the Midwest and the Carolinas, and natural gas distribution services in Ohio and Kentucky. In addition, Duke Energy has more than 4,000 megawatts of electric generation in Latin America, and is a joint-venture partner in a U.S. real estate company.  Headquartered in Charlotte, N.C., Duke Energy is a Fortune 500 company traded on the New York Stock Exchange under the symbol DUK. More information about the company is available on the Internet at: http://www.duke-energy.com
Immigration NEWS

Higher Civil Fines for Violations:   Employers who violate federal immigration laws will face higher civil fines, Attorney General Michael B. Mukasey announced.  The new rule, which will take effect March 27, will increase civil fines by as much as $5,000.   Under the rule, the minimum penalty for knowing employment of an unauthorized alien increases by $100, from $275 to $375. Some of the higher civil penalties will increase by $1,000; for example, the maximum penalty for a first violation increases from $2,200 to $3,200.  The biggest increase raises the maximum civil penalty for multiple violations from the current $11,000 to $16,000. These penalties are assessed on a per-alien basis; for example, if an employer knowingly employed, or continued to employ, five unauthorized aliens, that could result in five separate fines.
New Senate Caucus: U.S. Sens. Elizabeth Dole (R-North Carolina), Richard Burr (R-North Carolina), Saxby Chambliss (R-Georgia), Johnny Isakson (R-Georgia), David Vitter (R- Louisiana), Jim DeMint (R-South Carolina), Jeff Sessions (R-Alabama), James Inhofe (R-Oklahoma), and Roger Wicker (R-Mississippi) announced the formation of the Border Security and Enforcement First Caucus. In a prepared statement, caucus members say they recognize that Congress has presented the American people with a false choice in solving the illegal immigration problem – give illegal aliens amnesty or round them up and deport them en masse.   The principle mission of the Caucus is to promote a true, achievable alternative: attrition through enforcement and border security.  

Drought NEWS

Recent Rain Eases Drought:  The U.S. Drought Monitor report released Thursday found that recent rainfall eased the intensity of the drought in much of the state. But more than one-quarter of North Carolina is still under the worst drought conditions. Wake, Durham, Orange and Johnston Counties are among 39 statewide that remain mired in the worst category possible.  Exceptional drought conditions now cover 26 percent of the state, down from 46 percent from last week. Those conditions cover most of the central part of the state, from Raleigh to Charlotte. The remainder of the state is still under extreme or severe drought.   Six coastal counties have been downgraded to moderate drought for the first time in months, and a small part of the coast near Morehead City is actually drought-free for now, the first time that's happened in North Carolina since July. 
Water Use: State water planners will be working with cities along the Neuse River basin to develop a long-range model of water use for the basin. John Morris, director of the state Division of Water Resources, which will lead the project, said Monday plans by individual local governments to withdraw more water may look fine in isolation, but they don’t take into account withdrawals in other parts of the basin that affect water supplies farther downstream.  The state agency is preparing overviews for most of North Carolina’s major river basins. State agencies can refer to the models when making regulatory decisions about proposed water withdrawals and planning for increased water use due to growth. Each plan will be based on 50-year water use projections by large users, including towns and private industries. The project is expected to take about two years to complete. 

Water Wars: South Carolina Attorney General Henry McMaster is working to find the $3 million that he predicts it will take over the next three years to fight a plan by two North Carolina cities to draw millions of gallons of water from the Catawba River, which provides water and electricity to both states. A South Carolina legislative panel approved $1.4 million for the legal fight. Members of the panel predicted the full South Carolina legislature will approve the funding.  South Carolina opposes plans by the North Carolina cities of Concord and Kannapolis to pump up to 10 million gallons a day from the river. The cities have filed a permit asking to return the water to a different river basin closer to their communities. Officials in North Carolina have asked the case be dismissed, saying that diverting 10 million gallons per day from the Catawba River in North Carolina to the Yadkin-Pee Dee basin will have little effect on S.C. water supplies. 
Campaign NEWS        
Running: Cindy Morgan, the wife of former House co-speaker Richard Morgan, has filed to run for the N.C. Senate in the 22nd District. Morgan, a Moore County commissioner, will face off in the Republican primary against Harris Blake, who has held that seat since 2002.  

USDA NEWS        
USDA to Focus on Plants That Handle Vulnerable Animals:  USDA announced it will implement a series of interim actions to verify and analyze humane handling activities in all federally inspected establishments, and said it will focus inspection efforts on plants that handle animals most prone to stress. To best use current resources, the agency said it will focus surveillance and inspection activities at establishments where older or potentially distressed animals are slaughtered, such as facilities that handle dairy or veal cattle. After USDA completes its current investigation it will determine whether or not it needs to make any inspection policy changes.
Humane Society Suing USDA:  The Humane Society of the United States has moved its campaign on downer cattle to a new venue: the courts.  The organization filed a lawsuit in U.S. District Court in Washington, D.C., against the Department of Agriculture, alleging that the agency's rules fail to prevent sick animals from being slaughtered, and are inconsistent with the Humane Methods of Slaughter Act and the Federal Meat Inspection Act. The group also charges that the USDA's rules were promulgated in 2007 without adequate public notice and comment as called for by the federal Administrative Procedure Act.  At issue is the 2007 rule that allows downer cattle to be slaughtered for human consumption as long as they are re-inspected by the USDA after they are brought to their feet again but before heading into the slaughterhouse. The rule addresses the issue of cattle that may have lost their footing due to injury or fatigue, and not disease. The 2007 rule also changed a 2004 emergency ruling that prohibited downer cattle of any kind from entering the food chain; that ruling was promulgated when bovine spongiform encephalopathy was discovered in the United States.  The HSUS alleges that the change amounts to a loophole that can be exploited by processors who may force the cattle onto their feet just long enough to pass inspection.   American Meat Institute President J. Patrick Boyle, in a statement released late yesterday afternoon, characterized the lawsuit as an attempt to "prohibit veterinarians in federally inspected meat plants from exercising medical judgment" that is "appropriate discretion to give these veterinarians."
NCDA News
Food Safety Audits:  Fruit and vegetable growers who choose to have their food safety practices verified as part of industry standards known as Good Agricultural Practices and Good Handling Practices can receive up to $400 in cost-share help from the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services. This is the second year NCDA&CS has offered the program, which is funded by a grant from the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  Under the program, NCDA&CS will pay up to $400 of a grower’s cost for an audit of the farm’s food safety program. Audits can be for farm review, field harvest and field packing activities, packing house facility, storage and transportation and traceback. Payments will be made to the third-party auditor, with growers responsible for any remaining balance.   Farmers interested in the cost-share program must submit an application form for approval prior to receiving the GAP/GHP audit.  Assistance is limited to growers who undergo a GAP/GHP audit in 2008. Funding is available on a first-come, first-served basis while it lasts. Growers should submit an application form for the cost-share program to the NCDA&CS prior to receiving the audit. For additional information or to request an application, contact Ross Williams in the NCDCA&S Marketing Division at (919) 733-7887, ext. 237.

Boll Weevil Assessment Fee: North Carolina’s boll weevil assessment for 2008 has been set at $2.10 per acre, 40 cents less than last year’s fee. The fee supports the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services’ joint program with the Boll Weevil Eradication Foundation of North Carolina to monitor cotton acreage for any re-introduction of the boll weevil and to respond promptly with eradication treatments if necessary.  “Cotton continues to be a significant crop for our farmers,” said Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler. “We need to continue to protect our state’s cotton from potential re-introductions of the boll weevil.”  For the 2008 growing season, the foundation is proposing a new grid trapping system that will install one trap per 160 acres of cotton planted. It will employ the latest technology in digital map imaging, data recording and quality control using a high-tech barcode scanning system.  Because the focus of North Carolina’s program has shifted from eradication to monitoring for re-infestation, the number of traps visible in the field will decrease. As such, each trap placed in the field will be critical and producers are encouraged to contact the foundation if traps are knocked down. To allow for trapping and monitoring, cotton growers are required to certify cotton acreage information with their local Farm Service Agency office by July 1.   Go to www.ncagr.com/plantind/plant/entomol/BW.htm for more information.
New Meat and Poultry Inspection Director: Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler has appointed Donald H. Delozier of Raleigh as director of the Meat and Poultry Inspection Division at the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services.  He replaces Dr. Steven Wells, who retired in January.  Delozier previously served as coordinator of the division’s Talmadge-Aiken inspection program, a cooperative arrangement with the USDA. Delozier joined the NCDA&CS in 2001 after a 34-year career with the USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service. 
Commodity News
Guide to Protecting Poultry Workers Released:  The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health has issued an informational guide to protecting poultry workers from avian influenza.  Though the document notes that highly pathogenic avian influenza is rare and has not been detected in the United States, it outlines worker awareness strategies for correctly identifying AI symptoms in birds and humans.  To view the NIOSH guide, go to http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/2008-113/.
Healthy Foods: School officials across North Carolina are trying to get children to eat healthier foods. But they're finding those foods are more expensive, and as a result, child-nutrition programs throughout the state are struggling.  Schools began offering healthier items – which cost more -- after officials became concerned with childhood obesity, said Lynn Hoggard, the section chief for child nutrition for the N.C. Department of Public Instruction. Between 2003 to 2007, a $5.6 million profit in child-nutrition programs in North Carolina turned into a $5.7 million loss, according to statistics from the N.C. Department of Public Instruction. During that period, the cost of food rose 26 percent. In 2005, a pilot program for increased nutrition standards was started in 124 elementary schools in seven school systems. None of the schools could meet the nutrition standards and lost a total of $330,665 in just five months. Revenue losses from a la carte sales alone averaged $5,377 per school, and even when nutrition standards were modified, school systems suffered significant financial loss, state officials said. It could cost between $15 million and $20 million to implement nutrition standards in elementary schools, Hoggard said. Rep. Larry Bell, D-Sampson and a co-chairman of the House Education Committee, said child nutrition programs need more state money. 

Canada Confirms BSE in 6-Year-Old Cow: A 6-year-old dairy cow from Alberta is Canada's latest case of bovine spongiform encephalopathy, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency announced. The animal's carcass is under CFIA control, and no part of it entered the human food or animal feed systems.  CFIA said the age and location of the infected animal "are consistent with previous cases detected in Canada," and the agency did not expect the finding to affect Canada's status as a Controlled Risk country for BSE, as recognized by the World Organization for Animal Health. This is Canada's 12th case of BSE since the first was discovered in May 2003.  An epidemiological investigation is underway to identify the animal's herd mates at the time of birth and how it might have been infected.
Mark Your Calendar
The Legislative Commission on Global Climate Change will meet on Wednesday, March 5 at 10 a.m., 643 Legislative Office Building.

The Golden LEAF Foundation will hold committee meetings on Wednesday, March 5 at 3 p.m., Hilton Garden Inn, Hodges Conference Room A/B, Morrisville. Contact: Jenny Tinklepaugh, 252-442-7474, ext. 226.
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