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AgNews Archives
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 guestworker 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 guestworkers to work outside of agriculture, and H-2a growers must ensure that their guestworkers 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 Conditions: The latest U.S. Drought Monitor report shows drought conditions scarcely changed in the past week. Of the state's 100 counties, 45 remain in "extreme" drought, the next to worst category of drought, according to the report released Thursday. The number of counties in severe drought dropped from 37 last week to 35 this week. Seventeen counties are in moderate drought, up from 15 last week. Only three counties -- Carteret, Dare and New Hanover-- are not experiencing drought, instead, conditions are considered "abnormally dry." Meanwhile, NC wildfire officials banned all burning permits because of dry and windy conditions around the state, citing warnings of high fire danger from the National Weather Service.
Candidates on Water: Four candidates -- Democratic Lt. Gov. Beverly Perdue and State Treasurer Richard Moore,

Republican Bob Orr and Libertarian Mike Munger -- appeared at a forum organized by Duke University's Nicholas Institute to discuss regional bodies to steer water planning and policy. Moore said the state will have to bring down per capita water use in the future to meet demand, with a combination of more conservation, better system efficiency and land use measures, focusing mainly on incentives to bring about those changes. Perdue emphasized the role of the governor to bring local government and other water users together to work out consensus arrangements to become more efficient water users, steering clear of notions designed to impose sharing arrangements or state permitting of water withdrawals. Orr also spoke broadly about bringing experts together to work out how to plan for water shortages before they happen, saying that regional commissions, set up along river basin lines, could help the planning effort. Munger began the forum by stating that he wasn't in favor of top-down planning, proposing state guidelines that would force local water suppliers to adopt tiered water pricing in which higher volume users pay higher rates for amounts over certain thresholds
Immigration NEWS

DHS Proposes Safe Harbor Steps on No-Match Rules:  The U.S. Department of Homeland Security is proposing to amend Immigration and Nationality Act regulations issued last August that would, among other things, clarify DHS policy on the use of no-match letters.   The agency said the proposed amendments would outline steps employers can take in response to a letter to ensure they are not employing unauthorized workers and to ensure safe harbor from the no-match letter being used against them in an enforcement action.  The rules refer to a notice from the Social Security Administration, called a "no-match letter," or from DHS, called a "notice of suspect document" that casts doubt on employee employment eligibility.  DHS is requesting public comment on the proposed supplemental rulemaking for 30 days after publication in the Federal Register.   To see a full copy of the Supplemental Proposed Rule, go to: http://www.dhs.gov/xnews/releases/pr_1206124972832.shtm.

Business NEWS

Sweet Potato Facility:  A ribbon cutting ceremony was held last week for a new facility in Snow Hill that will process and package sweet potatoes for the foodservice industry.  YamCo was founded by seven N.C. sweet potato farmers and is making a $6 million investment and creating up to 63 jobs within three years. YamCo has a patented licensing agreement with researchers from N.C. State University for advanced processing of sweet potatoes. YamCo produces sweet potato puree that doesn’t need refrigeration, making it more appealing to various sectors of the foodservice industry. Target markets include the U.S. military, baby food manufacturers, United Nations food programs and retailers/wholesalers.  The YamCo processing facility was the result of a cooperative effort between Greene County, the town of Snow Hill, N.C. Eastern Region, N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, N.C. Department of Commerce, N.C. State University, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Golden LEAF Foundation, N.C. Rural Center, N.C. Sweet Potato Commission and Progress Energy.  Ag Secretary Steve Troxler was the featured speaker at the ceremony.   

Fortune Lists "Most Admired" Food Production Companies:  Fortune Magazine's "Most Admired Companies" list for 2008 in the food production category have been announce.  Fortune ranks each company based on several key attributes, including quality of management; quality of products and services; innovation; long-term investment value; financial soundness; ability to attract, develop and keep talented people; social responsibility and use of corporate assets. The top four are classified as "most admired" followed by four more listed as "contenders": 1. Bunge  2. Corn Products International  3. Pilgrim's Pride  4. Smithfield Foods 5. Archer Daniels Midland 6. Tyson Foods 7. Seaboard 8. Chiquita Brands International
Commodity NEWS

Report Dubs Humane Slaughter 'Low Priority':  In the wake of controversy surrounding animal abuse at Hallmark/Westland Meat Packing Co., the Animal Welfare Institute has released a report analyzing humane slaughter enforcement at U.S. meat processing plants.  Report author Dena Jones analyzed more than 1,000 documents, including approximately 500 humane handling and humane slaughter noncompliance records issued by USDA, covering a five-year period from 2002 through 2007.  Jones claims that cattle were more likely to be mistreatment than pigs and that large and small plants were more likely to be suspended for humane treatment violations than very small plants.  The most common types of noncompliance in the report were failure to provide adequate water to animals in pens; failure to maintain pens and other facilities in good repair; and shackling, hoisting and/or cutting of conscious animals. AWI cited the report as proof that ensuring animals raised for food are handled and slaughtered in a humane manner is a low priority of U.S. agricultural enforcement agencies and of the U.S. animal agriculture industry.

Inventories Down for Beef, Up for Pork:  Stocks of frozen meat are up overall, according to the monthly cold storage reports produced by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, as falling inventories for beef were offset by rapidly growing stocks of pork.  Year-over-year, beef stocks were down 9 percent to 418 million pounds at the end of February. Total pork stocks, meanwhile, at 603 million pounds, were up almost 25 percent in February over the same month a year earlier. Frozen pork belly stocks ballooned 68 percent to 79 million pounds, compared with the same month a year earlier.  Total red meat stocks were up from February 2007 to February 2008, ending the 12-month period up about 9 percent, to just over 1 billion pounds.
USDA NEWS        
USDA May Broaden Scope of Meats Deemed Adulterated by E. Coli: USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service is considering ruling raw beef products contaminated with E. coli O157:H7 as adulterated even if they are destined for further processing that could kill the pathogen. In a news release announcing an April 9-10 public meeting on E. coli O157:H7, the agency said it will "discuss growing evidence that may support a determination that raw beef products such as primal cuts and boxed beef contaminated with E. coli O157:H7 are adulterated."  The agency went on to say, "Although this determination is not yet the official position of FSIS, the Agency recognizes that such a change would be substantive and would require stakeholder input. Therefore, FSIS is initiating a discussion at this public meeting and will present preliminary information to address the Agency's consideration of its position on primal cuts and boxed beef products that may lead to the conclusion that further risk mitigation actions are necessary."  The public meeting will be held on Wednesday, April 9, from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., and Thursday, April 10, from 8:30 a.m. to 1 p.m. at the Holiday Inn Georgetown, 2101 Wisconsin Ave., NW, Washington, DC.   For registration info, go to: http://www.fsis.usda.gov/News_&_Events/NR_032708_01/index.asp
U.S., Mexico, Canada Reach Agreement on Cattle Trading Protocols:  New protocols governing the trading of breeding cattle born after Jan. 1, 1999 are effective today, the USDA's Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) announced.   The protocols outline the conditions for export of U.S. and Canadian cattle to Mexico, and are consistent with the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE) standards. Canadian exporters will need to get import permits from APHIS and its Mexican counterpart, SAGARPA, as well as a health certificate from the Canadian Food Inspection Agency. Shipments will be inspected by U.S. and Mexican officials.  The protocols further a 2005 agreement to more effectively address the risk of bovine spongiform encephalopathy in North America. 

Environment NEWS

Water Use: Businesses and residents that use private water supplies in North Carolina are required to report how much water they use. But state officials say many aren't, and that they are considering tightening the rules. The state's water-supply planning chief, Linwood Peele, said golf courses appear to be the most common offenders, though it's likely an honest oversight. Golf courses were targeted last fall when state officials mailed almost 700 letters informing course owners about the rules. In response, registrations nearly tripled. State environmental secretary Bill Ross said the state's water supply can't be managed if regulators don't know how much water is used.

Urban Development: Southwest North Carolina lost more than 100 acres daily to urban development over the last 30 years, according to a new study. Researchers at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte used satellite imaging to study 24 counties between the Blue Ridge Mountains and Rockingham. They found that between 1976 and 2006, development increased by 850 percent. If development continues at that rate, the study says, Mecklenburg County will see all of its available land developed within 25 years. The study was funded by the Open Space Protection Collaborative, a group of six regional land-preservation organizations. Group officials are using the study to raise awareness in areas where their efforts to save open space could have the largest effect. 

Yadkin River Control: Davidson and Stanly counties are questioning Alcoa Power Generating Inc.'s control of the Yadkin River. Both counties are asking Gov. Mike Easley to get involved in their dispute with the company. The counties question Alcoa's use of several lakes along the Yadkin River to generate electric power, earning the company about $44 million annually. Alcoa's license expires next month and the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission is expected to make a decision soon on a new 50-year license. There have been complaints about water levels in the lakes. Stanley County Commissioner Lindsey Dunevant says the state could use the water during droughts. Alcoa spokesman Gene Ellis says the new license will have no effect on water supplies. Seth Effron, Easley's deputy press secretary, said that Easley has been contacted by Stanly County and has not made any decision.

People in the NEWS

Bush Nominates New Ag Negotiator:  President Bush on Wednesday nominated A. Ellen Terpstra as Chief Agricultural Negotiator in the Office of the United States Trade Representative, with the rank of Ambassador.  Terpstra would replace Richard Crowder at USTR and be responsible for directing U.S. agricultural trade negotiations. Opening markets such as Japan and South Korea to more U.S. beef products has been an administration priority.
Mark Your Calendar

The Environmental Review Commission meets Monday, April 7 at 1:30 p.m., Soundside Hall meeting room, North Carolina Aquarium at Pine Knoll Shores, 1 Roosevelt Blvd., Pine Knoll Shores.
The Marine Fisheries Commission Crustacean Advisory Committee will meet on Monday, April 7 at 6 p.m., CMAST Building, Room 306, 303 College Circle, Morehead City. Contact: Sean McKenna, 252-946-6481.
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